Understanding continuing professional learning by Webster-Wright, Ann
PART A: INTRODUCTION 
Prologue 
Vignette: Learning, planned or incidental? 
Okay you might laugh at this one but I’ll tell you. I didn’t used to know how to chew 
gum, and I’ve just learnt. On my lunch break one day, I was sitting at my desk and I 
had some gum in my mouth. But one of the [clients] that lives here … happened to 
be wandering around and I said, “Hey come in and sit down”. And he sat down by 
my desk and … he uses one or two words, so you can have a conversation with him; 
and I’m reading and talking to him…. Anyway I was also trying to chew gum at the 
time and I went to blow a bubble, and it fell out of my mouth…. I just looked at him 
like I was really embarrassed, and he burst out laughing and laughed so much that 
tears started pouring down his face; and this is a client who laughs a lot when other 
people are laughing but you can tell it’s just a “Heh heh I’m laughing cause 
everyone’s laughing, I don’t know what’s funny”. Whereas this was a genuine “that 
was really funny” and it was a real shared experience…. I saw him in a different way 
after that. (Nerida, 321-326) 
I went to a course and they mentioned about the advantages of [a technique], and I 
thought who would I try it on in therapy? [My supervisor] wanted me to present my 
results … [but] when the time came I didn’t have any real results, so all I could start 
to talk about was what not to do rather than what to do…. I tried it on a nine year 
old who was totally unco-operative, terribly difficult … and intellectually impaired and 
I had no response at all … very frustrating. And then I changed my attack…. I 
decided I couldn’t really give a presentation on my results so I decided to do a 
literature review…. I find that’s a good way to learn, when you’ve actually got to give 
it out … because you’ve got to know it. You’ve got to be very clear. You’ve got to 
have it really logically put in your brain…. And this made me change my direction 
having done a literature review. Since then I’ve had some good results, because I 
had studied it up in a little bit more detail and … had to put in a logical [way]…. So 
when I came back to [the child] I could put all of this together. (Sally, 30-48) 
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As this research into “Understanding Continuing Professional Learning” is an empirical 
study, I open the thesis with the voices of two participants of this study describing 
situations where they had learnt as professionals. 
The first description was given by a young therapist, Nerida1 who works full-time at a 
residential setting for adults with intellectual disability. Nerida comments that she often 
learns as a professional in seemingly incidental situations, with such incidents building 
upon each other. From the incident above, she describes not only learning more about 
her client but also learning more about communicating with adults with intellectual 
disability. 
The second description is from Sally, an experienced therapist, who works part-time in a 
rural community-based setting with children with multiple disabilities. Sally comments 
that she loves learning but is anxious about never knowing enough. In the situation 
described she was worried about presenting a technique to her colleagues. She 
describes how she learnt from her preparation for the seminar, as well as from applying 
what she learnt to clients at work.  
In both situations, Nerida and Sally describe having learnt as professionals, but these 
descriptions differ in many ways beyond their being planned or incidental in nature. The 
reasons for such differences are complex, related to: the professionals themselves, their 
past experiences, how they understand learning, and the varied situations in which they 
practise every day. To give a glimpse of the context in which the participants practised, 
the following vignette describes my observation of an average morning at work for 
another two of the sixteen participants of this study. 
Vignette: Exploring learning at work 
Gina and Paula work with children with disabilities, as part of a community-based 
multidisciplinary team. I am watching as preparations are made for the day ahead. The 
two rooms where the therapists work are spacious, open and light, with a variety of 
colourful toys and equipment set out. The rooms look similar. The program in each is 
similar, beginning with group time and moving to individual activities. These activities are 
designed to engage the children in play whilst facilitating therapeutic goals that are 
carefully planned by the team. It is not until the children arrive that a significant 
difference is noted between the rooms. 
 
1 Names are pseudonyms for reasons of confidentiality. Occasionally information about the 




In Gina’s room there is a flurry of activity. All four staff are relaxed yet focused. They talk 
amongst themselves as they prepare, with several conversation threads going at once. 
Remember last time we tried that … it didn’t work as well. Why don’t we do …? What do 
you think if we …? I’ll set up the video today to get some of the action … what position 
will we use for that? His mum said … last time. Why don’t we try …?2
At 9.30 the children straggle in with siblings and parents. As they come, each is warmly 
greeted with a discussion about significant events in that family’s life over the past week. 
After the group activity each child is directed towards some particular game or task. The 
atmosphere is busy but not rushed. Gina spends considerable time watching different 
children; moving to alter a pillow slightly or address a comment to a child, parent or staff 
member.  
People come and go: a father goes outside to smoke; one therapist goes outside to 
measure equipment; an aide comes in to borrow a digital camera for a birthday in the 
other room. Gina continues to watch and react. She quietly verbalises aloud as if to 
herself: I don’t know whether to let him try that or not. I wonder if I should do…. She 
seems to be thinking through and weighing up options, often discussing these with 
others, then noting the impact of any changes she introduces. 
In Paula’s room there are fewer adults as there are no parents present. The children are 
slightly older, but the same types of activities are in place. There is limited talking 
between staff; little questioning about what to do and what works; few verbal exchanges 
overall. Paula is the only adult talking as she quietly engages with a child. Children are 
interacting with activities but there is an apparent disengagement on the part of the staff 
from each other and from what they are doing. There is a sense in their actions and 
expressions of “I wish I wasn’t here”. It’s as if they are acting out of habit; just getting 
through the morning.  
There is a distinctly different atmosphere between the two rooms. The physical 
environments and planned programs are almost identical, but the “energy” in the rooms 
is in stark contrast. The difference in these two working contexts seems related to the 
human interactions rather than anything physical, yet the result has a physical overtone 
to it. It is quieter in the second room. The air seems more still and heavy. There seems 
to be less happening. Both Gina and Paula had told me in earlier interviews that they 
learnt at work. As I write up my observations about the morning, I am aware that the 
 
2 Words in italics throughout this thesis are those spoken by participants of the study. Quotes 
from other sources are printed in normal text enclosed by quotation marks. 
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differences I noticed would impact on the professional learning of the two therapists, but 
in what way? 
When I later talk to Gina and Paula separately about their mornings, I’m struck by the 
different nature of our conversations. Gina is still engaged. She talks brightly about how 
much she learns from the children. Her curiosity and imagination effervesce through our 
discussion on learning. She says she loves this work, that it’s always changing, and that 
she loves exploring new ideas. Paula, on the other hand, answers my questions in a 
matter-of-fact manner. She says the morning was a bit depressing but she doesn’t know 
what to do about it. She wonders if she should attend some professional development 
as she’s run out of ideas about this area, and knows she should keep more up-to-date 
with what’s new to help inject some enthusiasm. Later interviews and analyses revealed 
further differences in the way that Gina and Paula experienced learning, but at the time 
of collecting these data differences were already tangible yet elusive. 
There are two reasons for introducing the thesis with this Prologue. The first is to locate 
the professionals whose learning was researched, within their working context. All 
sixteen of them were allied health professionals (occupational therapists, 
physiotherapists and speech pathologists). They worked in different organisations and 
workplaces, but all worked with children or adults with a chronic illness or disability in 
community settings, similar to the one mentioned above.  
The second reason is to highlight the complexity and diversity of continuing professional 
learning experiences. As can be seen from the vignettes even when professionals 
worked at the same workplace, their experiences of professional learning differed. 
Amongst the professional cohort studied, learning was experienced in varying ways. 
Therapists came from three professions, had different professional experiences, and 
spoke about learning and working in a variety of contexts.  
How can widely varying experiences of professional learning be researched and 
understood in a way that does not remove the experiences from their context nor strip 
them of their diversity and complexity? More crucially, why is this important? In what way 
could a better understanding of continuing professional learning help enhance 
professional practice? This thesis describes my research study with the purpose and title 
of “Understanding Continuing Professional Learning”. 
Chapter One 
Overview  
1.1 Genesis of the Study 
In explaining the genesis of this study, I highlight the disparity between research findings 
about learning and lack of significant change in professional development practices. This 
section also defines key terms and describes the interdisciplinary and reflexive nature of 
this study. 
1.1.1 Positioning the research  
The genesis of this study came from my own experiences as an allied health 
professional with involvement in staff professional development and workplace training. 
In that role I was increasingly aware of changes in the workplace; in particular, altered 
and varying expectations about professional practice with an increasing focus on 
evidence, standards and outcomes. There was also a generally-held perception by 
professionals that their work had intensified, with increasing and competing pressures 
on their time. Together, these changes in working life seemed to raise problems about 
continuing learning for the health professionals I supported. The professionals were 
acutely aware of their responsibility to continue learning but were grappling with issues 
about what was important to learn and how to fit learning into personal and professional 
lives that were already full. 
I was also aware that, despite increased focus on the necessity of continuing learning 
following graduation, there appeared to be a disparity between research findings and 
practice in this area. From previous study in education, I knew of a considerable body of 
research confirming that effective professional learning occurs over time and engages 
individuals in actively working in a collaborative way on authentic problems (e.g. Boud, 
Cohen, & Sampson, 2001; Brockbank & McGill, 1998; Cranton, 1997; Fenwick, 2001b; 
Hargreaves, 1997; Higgs & Titchen, 2001a; Jarvis, 2004; Knowles, 1990; Lave & 
Wenger, 1991; Marton & Booth, 1997; Schön, 1987; Wenger, 1998). As a consequence, 
innovative changes in undergraduate education had been instigated to varying degrees 
for many professions: from teaching and health, to architecture and engineering. 
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Despite this research into professional learning, there appeared to be little change in 
continuing professional development (CPD) practices. Although with a nod to adult 
learning theories they were more flexible and learner-centered, the majority remained as 
brief episodic updates of information delivered in a traditional didactic manner, separate 
from work experiences. This decontextualisation essentially disregarded the value of 
ongoing and situated learning, thereby reinforcing the perceived divide between theory 
(what you learn in a course) and practice (what you do at work every day). The 
argument that learning cannot simply be transferred in a discrete package, no matter 
how flexible and well-designed, was beginning to surface in the literature on CPD (e.g. 
Lieberman & Grolnick, 1997). There were calls for a re-evaluation of professional 
development practices (e.g. Fish, 1998; Fullan, 2001; Knight, 2002; Mazmanian & Davis, 
2002; McGill & Brockbank, 2004; McRae, Ainsworth, Groves, Rowland, & Zbar, 2001; 
McWilliam, 2002; Mott & Daley, 2000; Richardson, 1999a, 1999b). A re-evaluation of 
CPD was a primary impetus for this study into how professionals continue to learn once 
they are in the workforce. 
In considering the issues raised above about professional learning in the current context, 
I turned to research. Learning at work is a multidisciplinary field, involving an “unusually 
diverse range of literature” from different academic disciplines (Hagar, 1999, p.65). 
Previous involvement in interdisciplinary research had highlighted for me its value for 
investigating complex issues of practice, a notion confirmed by the literature (Conrad & 
Gunter, 2000; Klein, 2001; Manathunga, Lant, & Mellick, 2004; Nowotny, Gibbons, & 
Scott, 2001). The study reported in this thesis is interdisciplinary. I have drawn on 
current research into workplace learning and adult education, combined with 
understanding of professional knowledge from the fields of education and health to 
inform this study into the continuing professional learning (CPL) of allied health 
professionals. 
I use the term CPL to describe the learning of practising professionals. It is the 
participants in this study, rather than myself, who define CPL by describing situations 
where they learnt as a professional. This term can be distinguished from the more 
common phrases, professional development (PD) or continuing education (CE). The 
learning of professionals that does (or does not) occur through PD, CE or any other 
activities is the focus of this study, rather than particular activities per se. Use of the term 
CPL avoids a dichotomy between formal courses and everyday professional growth 
which are often treated separately in research literature (e.g. Alsop, 2000; Day, 1999; 
Jarvis, 2004). Where the literature refers to PD or CE, often interchangeably, I use 
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continuing professional development (CPD) but raise problems inherent in the use of 
CPD in the description of the conceptual framework of this study (section 1.3). Before 
describing the study in more detail, I position myself as researcher. 
1.1.2 Positioning the researcher 
I have taken a reflexive position throughout this study and position myself at this early 
stage, following the example of other researchers (e.g. Usher, 2000, p.183). The primary 
purpose of this reflexivity is to raise and critique the assumptions about professional 
learning I bring to this study. Over the past three decades I have experienced CPL from 
different positions. I am a health professional who has worked in community contexts 
and had experiences of learning similar to those of my participants. In addition, as an 
educator I have stood in other stakeholder positions: as a university lecturer, a convenor 
of a professional association and a workplace professional supervisor. The impact, both 
positive and negative, of these multiple positions on my approach to this study is 
discussed in detail in chapter four. I mention my position here to highlight that this 
research is a co-construction with the professionals who took part as participants. 
Consequently I write in the first person and account for my role at various stages 
throughout this thesis. 
One of my roles in this study involves translating across disciplines. Despite the fact that 
most professional practice is interdisciplinary and rhetoric from governments and 
universities supports interdisciplinary collaboration, there are significant difficulties with 
interdisciplinary research. Not least of these is the use of differing jargon, discourse and 
theoretical frameworks (Metz, 2001; Pallas, 2001; Webster-Wright, 2002). In the 
literature from different disciplines that I draw on there are differences in terminologies, 
meanings of concepts and underlying theoretical assumptions. In interactions throughout 
this research process, I have been acutely aware of different expectations and 
understandings when addressing academic audiences from health or education. I 
therefore place particular emphasis on explicitly clarifying the perspective this study 
takes, the meaning of the terms and concepts used, and the underlying epistemological 
and ontological assumptions. Having positioned the study and myself, I turn to its 
significance. 
1.2 Significance of the Study 
The need for CPD to maintain high quality practice has been widely identified as an 
implicit responsibility of professionals today, reinforced by explicit requirements of 
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professional associations and registration boards (Crosbie et al., 2002; Medical Board of 
Queensland, 2005; Queensland Government, 2005; Rodrigues, 2005). Because of 
increasing pressures towards the pursuit of more effective, efficient and evidence-based 
practice within the human services sector, the role of CPD is receiving increased focus 
from all stakeholders (Alsop, 2000; Bury & Mead, 1998; Davis et al., 1999; Higgs, 
Richardson, & Abrandt Dahlgren, 2004). 
Many stakeholders are involved in CPD: work organisations, professional associations, 
universities, government and the community, as well as the professionals themselves. In 
the context of a rapidly changing society, there is consensus amongst all stakeholders 
that undergraduate education is only the beginning of lifelong learning (Candy, Crebert, 
& O'Leary, 1994; Day, 1999; Dilworth & Willis, 2003; Jarvis, 2004; OECD, 1996). Indeed 
the term lifelong learning has become a mantra, referred to in most political and 
academic polemics about the future (e.g. Gallagher, 2001). Despite this consensus there 
are differing perspectives held by stakeholders on the purpose of, and desired outcomes 
from, CPD (Cervero, 2000; Nolan, Owen, Curran, & Venables, 2000).   
As mentioned, change is one of the driving forces of this increased focus on CPD. 
Political and economic forces, combined with a technological revolution and emergence 
of a “knowledge economy” (Drucker, 1992) have dramatically altered educational and 
work practices for professionals in many ways (e.g. Apple, 2001; Edgar, 2005; Fullan, 
2003; Handy, 1996; Hargreaves, 1997; Scott, 1999; Weil, 1999). Current developments 
in Australia, echoing changing international contexts, have meant there is increasing 
pressure for assuring professional standards, measurable outcomes and accountability 
of practice (Bury & Mead, 1998; Frattali, 1998; Higgs & Hunt, 1999; Mott & Daley, 2000; 
Mullavey-O'Byrne & West, 2001). These changes impact on professional learning. How 
professionals continue to learn and to what ends is therefore the focus of considerable 
interest and critique (Richardson, Higgs, & Abrandt Dahlgren, 2004), with growing 
demand for research in this area (Boud, Freeland, Hawke, & McDonald, 1998).  
Over the past decade, the workplace has become firmly established as an essential 
setting for both continuing learning and research into that learning (Barnett, 2000b; Boud 
& Solomon, 2001; Garrick, Chan, & Lai, 2004; Rainbird, Fuller, & Munro, 2004). There is 
increasing acceptance within the research community of the centrality of workplace 
learning for effective CPD (Billett, 2001a; Eraut, 2004; Mott, 2000; Rodrigues, 2005). As 
a venue for research, the workplace is also the site of considerable interest currently, as 
situated studies allow an interesting nexus between academic theorising about practice 
and “real-life” practice with its multiplicity of competing agendas (Boud, 1998; Boud & 
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Garrick, 1999; Garrick & Rhodes, 2000b). Yet despite considerable interest in how 
professionals learn at work, there is little research from the perspective of professionals 
about the impact of the workplace on their learning. 
Research from the past twenty years has demonstrated that effective professional 
learning continues over the long term and is best situated within a community that 
supports learning (Boud & Middleton, 2003; Abrandt Dahlgren, Richardson, & Sjöström, 
2004; Fenwick, 2001b; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 2000). Such situated learning at 
work engages individuals in actively working with others on genuine problems within 
their professional practice (Billett, 2001b, 2004; Day, 1999; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2000; 
Higgs & Titchen, 2001b; Wenger, 1998). In addition, critically reflective practices, both 
individual and collective, that challenge implicit assumptions and question taken-for-
granted work practices, have been demonstrated to be integral to effective professional 
learning (Boud & Walker, 1998; Brockbank & McGill, 1998; Brookfield, 2005; Clouder, 
2000; Moon, 1999b; Schön, 1983; Walker, 2001).   
Building on this research, teachers of undergraduate professional programs are moving 
from a primary focus on transferring knowledge towards an understanding that 
knowledge is co-constructed with students. Teaching strategies are therefore evolving 
from teacher as instructor to teacher as facilitator. There are many examples of 
innovative practices within higher education involving peer-based collaborative learning 
through active involvement in complex real-life problems (e.g. Boud et al., 2001; Boud & 
Falchikov, 2006; Boud & Feletti, 1997; Brockbank, McGill, & Beech, 2002; Dall'Alba, 
2005).  
Yet this burgeoning research in workplace learning and higher education has had limited 
impact on CPD practices. It can be acknowledged that these practices have become 
increasingly flexible and self-paced; more learner-centred and structured around explicit 
learning outcomes (e.g. Bennett et al., 2000; Tovey, 1997). Moreover there are 
examples of innovative CPD practices in teaching (e.g. Darling Farr, 2001; Day, 1999; 
Queensland Board of Teacher Registration [QBTR], 2002) and health (e.g. Fish, 1998; 
Lingard, Garwood, Schryer, & Spafford, 2003; Ward & McCormack, 2000). 
Nevertheless, the majority of CPD experiences seem predicated on the assumption that 
learning consists of discrete finite episodes, with a beginning and end (Wenger, 1998, 
p.3). Many CPD opportunities are still detached from work experiences, essentially 
decontextualising any learning and reinforcing a theory-practice divide (Horsfall, Byrne-
Armstrong, & Rothwell, 2001). Despite the fact that learning providers may evaluate their 
courses against stated learning outcomes, such learning is often not integrated into 
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changes in everyday work practices (Cervero, 2000; Dall'Alba & Sandberg, 1996; Fullan, 
2001). Yet a change in practice is the stated aim of much CPD (e.g. Davis et al., 1999).  
Why have CPD practices not significantly altered in response to research findings that 
suggest positive directions for change? There are many possible reasons related to the 
current working context for professionals that will be examined in this thesis. My initial 
argument is that the way in which professional learning is usually conceptualised in 
research is highly problematic, perpetuating the status quo.  
There are two limitations with most of the current research that informs CPD. Firstly, 
much of it is atomistic, considering the professional and learning context as separate 
though related. Consequently, the focus of research into CPD is usually on a specific 
aspect: the learning activity and its outcomes, the context for learning, the learner and 
his or her preferences, or professional knowledge per se (e.g. Eraut, 2004). What is 
required is a perspective that views the learner, the context and the learning as 
inextricably related rather than acknowledged as related, yet studied separately. The 
“experience” of learning in everyday practice where all these aspects remain integrated 
is rarely studied. Secondly, the term CPD is part of a discourse that focuses on the 
professional as deficient and in need of developing and directing rather than on a 
professional engaged in self-directed learning (e.g. Thomson-O'Brien et al., 2001). This 
discourse, and the professional context of control and supervision that perpetuates it, is 
rarely questioned in research into CPD. My argument, then, is that there is a need to 
move from research about “development of professionals” to investigate the “experience 
of professional learning”. 
Underlying these two problematic issues are epistemological and ontological 
assumptions that are rarely made explicit, let alone challenged. Most current research 
into CPD draws on an objectivist epistemology that views knowledge as a transferable 
object. Thus professionals’ knowledge can be “topped-up” by undertaking CPD 
activities. This perspective implicitly conceptualises professional knowledge as primarily 
cognitive, “acquired” through learning and able to be studied separately from the socio-
cultural context in which the knowledge is used. Thus many studies also assume a 
dualist ontology that implies professionals can be studied in a meaningful way separate 
from their professional practice.  
Other researchers, whose work I draw on, have questioned assumptions underlying 
research into professional learning. I detail their arguments in chapter two, but they 
include: critiques of higher education (Barnett, 2005; Barnett & Coate, 2005; Boud & 
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Solomon, 2001; Dall'Alba, 2004, 2005; Dall'Alba & Barnacle, 2005; Dall'Alba & 
Sandberg, 1996; Higgs, Richardson, & Abrandt Dahlgren, 2004); critiques of workplace 
learning (Alvesson, 2004; Beckett & Hager, 2002; Billett, 2001a; Boud & Garrick, 1999; 
Garrick & Rhodes, 2000b; Hagar, 2005; Sandberg & Dall’Alba, 2006); critical 
perspectives on adult education (Brookfield, 2005; Mezirow, 2000; Usher, Bryant, & 
Johnston, 1997); and critiques focused on the social basis of learning (Lave, 1993; 
Wenger, 1998). Despite decades of research and theorising about learning in situ and 
knowledge as used in practice, “our overall understanding of this important topic is still 
rather primitive” (Beckett & Hager, 2002, p.107). There is a need for research that 
examines the experience of professional learning in a situated manner, whilst 
questioning the philosophical assumptions underpinning such research (Richardson, 
Abrandt Dahlgren, & Higgs, 2004). 
1.3 Framing the Study 
All research is based on underlying philosophical assumptions about how reality and 
knowledge are understood and can be investigated, although these often remain implicit. 
The way that research is conceptualised informs and directs that research in powerful 
ways. It determines the design, data collection and analysis, interpretations of findings, 
and the conclusions drawn. Conceptual frameworks also act to exclude other ways of 
looking at the same issue so that all research has limitations.  
Thus I do not claim that the conceptual framework outlined here is the only, or even the 
best, way to research the continuing learning of professionals. What I do claim is that 
through disrupting conventional notions of research in this area, understanding of CPL 
may change. The conceptual framework of this study is discussed under the headings of 
“Learning rather than development” and “Holism rather than atomism”. These two 
aspects form the crux of the design of this empirical phenomenological study. 
1.3.1 Learning rather than development 
The first important aspect of framing this study is its focus on learning. In higher 
education there is a shift from a focus on teaching to learning. In the workplace, the 
concept of “workplace learning” is being embraced. Terms such as “learning 
organisations” are increasingly used in mission statements, as a way of promoting the 
innovative nature of organisations (Senge, 1999). However, discussions about learning 
that occurs once a professional is working rarely refer to the term CPL. Words used 
reflect organisational terminology (such as staff training, performance review, continuing 
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education) or more developmental terms (such as professional development or lifelong 
learning). Words are more than labels, carrying “linguistic freight” in the form of particular 
hidden discourses embedded within each term (Klein, 2001, p.397). 
Most of these terms, other than the nebulous and overused lifelong learning, imply that 
something is done to the professional. That is, professionals are in need of “training” or 
“developing” through knowledge being “delivered” to them in courses. Not only does this 
approach tend to imply a transmission model of teaching, but it also moves the 
emphasis from the “knowledge-deficient” professional to the “knowledge-possessing” 
developer. As Erica McWilliam (2002) highlights in drawing comparisons between 
professional development and third world community development, such a perspective 
also determines what knowledge is legitimised, often undervaluing “local and context-
sensitive knowledge” (p.289). 
Use of the term CPL in this study moves the focus away from training, education or 
development towards professional learning. It also avoids the separation between 
workplace learning and continuing education that is apparent in the literature (Beckett & 
Hager, 2002, p.125). The implication of this separation is that what happens to a 
professional when she3 learns at work is different from when she attends a continuing 
education workshop. If the professional learns from both experiences, then this 
separation is artificial and merely a convention based on prevailing discourse. In this 
study CPL refers to any experience where the participant learns as a professional. 
A focus on learning and the shift of emphasis from passive development to active 
learning also implies a different conceptualisation of knowledge. Implicit within much of 
the development discourse is the concept of the professional as a container for a 
commodity called knowledge. As a separate object, for example, knowledge is referred 
to by some as having a “half-life” (Aubrey & Cohen, 1995, p.5) that will degrade unless 
more knowledge is transferred to the professional from a provider of CPD. This 
“container” concept of knowledge has been widely debunked since Jean Lave’s (1993, 
p.22) seminal research (e.g. Beckett & Hager, 2002; Dall'Alba, 2004; McGill & 
Brockbank, 2004; Usher et al., 1997).  
Thus a shift in conceptualisation from CPD to CPL in this study is more than a change in 
terminology. It also represents a move away from an objectivist epistemology and dualist 
 
3 To avoid the somewhat clumsy use of “he or she”, the generic professional will be referred to as 
“she” in this thesis to reflect the gender balance of the participants (female:male 4:1). 
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ontology that underpins most current research into the continuing learning of 
professionals.  
1.3.2 Holism rather than atomism 
The second shift in framing this study is to research learning as a holistic experience 
rather than as interrelated “factors”. It is widely accepted that learning is dependent upon 
an interaction between the learner, the context and what is learnt (e.g. Jarvis, 2004), yet 
many research approaches attempt to control or deal with these factors separately 
(Patton, 2002, p.59). As a research approach, phenomenology considers experiences 
holistically. This is the initial reason why a phenomenological approach was considered 
for this study. 
Phenomenology is the study of phenomena (in this case CPL) as experienced by people 
as part of everyday life. Indeed, phenomenology can be described as an attempt “to 
capture life as it is lived” (Moran, 2000, p.5). Integral to understanding experiences in 
everyday life through phenomenology is the notion that people are already part of the 
world as they experience life, so that the person and their world are inextricably 
intertwined through lived experience.  
Phenomenology is congruent with the disruption of underlying philosophical 
assumptions outlined above. It explicitly rejects the dualist ontology that sees the subject 
(professional) and object (workplace situation) as separable. It also rejects an objectivist 
epistemology that views professional knowledge as a commodity that can be transferred 
and analysed separately from the professional and her working context. Instead, using a 
phenomenological approach allows the conceptualisation of learning as part of the 
professional’s everyday lived experience. 
The second value of phenomenology for this research is that, in its examination of 
everyday life experience, phenomenology seeks to reveal the implicit or taken-for-
granted nature of that experience. Much of what we do, see or think during everyday life 
stays in the background of our experience because of its familiarity. Researchers have 
noted that professionals often practise within habitual patterns of behaviour without 
awareness of many features of that behaviour (e.g. Carnevali, 2000). Through a 
disclosure of taken-for-granted aspects of experience, a phenomenological approach 
opens fresh insights into that experience, allowing some of the implicit features of 
experience to be examined.  
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My argument, then, is that there is a need to understand CPL from the perspective of the 
professionals involved, within the context of everyday professional practice with its 
implicit workplace agendas. Through choosing to focus on CPL rather than CPD and by 
using phenomenology as a holistic way of looking at CPL, this study challenges the 
problematic nature of much current research in this area. It seeks to understand 
professionals’ experiences of CPL in a way that respects the complexity and diversity of 
these experiences.  
1.4 The Study: Understanding CPL 
In summarising this chapter, the research problem that led to this study is stated. The 
aim and outline of the research design is then described. 
1.4.1 Summarising the research problem  
Firstly, CPD is accepted as an important area for current research. Yet despite past 
research into professional learning with important implications for practice, there have 
been few significant changes in CPD practices. There is an urgent need to re-evaluate 
CPD practices. Secondly, research into CPD has generally failed to disrupt common 
philosophical assumptions about learning and knowledge, involving a dualist ontology 
and objectivist epistemology. Challenging those assumptions has the potential to lead to 
change in understanding about how professionals continue to learn. Such a shift in 
understanding may reveal reasons why CPD remains largely unchanged and deliver 
fresh insights into how learning might be supported. 
In this study, I use a conceptual framework that is fundamentally different from that 
commonly used in research into CPD. By conceptualising learning as constructed and 
embedded within the lived experience of being a professional at work, the complexity 
and diversity of CPL for allied health professionals can be explored.  
1.4.2 Aim of the study 
The aim of this study is to enhance understanding of CPL with the purpose of improving 
support for professionals in this vital aspect of their practice. I argue for the need to 
move from the current focus on how best to provide CPD activities to investigate the 
more fundamental question of how professionals continue to learn. Thus this study 
investigates the experience of learning from the perspective of the professionals 
themselves, rather than the process or outcomes of CPD activities. The focus question 
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of the research is: How do professionals experience continuing learning within their 
current working context? 
1.4.3 Outline of the study  
The empirical phenomenological methodology of Amedeo Giorgi (1997, 2005) was 
chosen as appropriate, with modifications, for the aim of this study. This methodology 
focuses on gaining rich, detailed descriptions from participants that are grounded in 
concrete, real-life situations. Descriptions of learning were gained during semi-structured 
interviews, where participants detailed situations where they had learnt as professionals. 
A cohort of sixteen therapists working in community-based settings was recruited. The 
research was designed to maximise the possibility of gathering diverse descriptions of 
professional learning experiences. Data were collected using a variety of sources, 
including interviews, observation of participants at work, and documentation related to 
learning.  
Phenomenological analysis of data revealed the essential meaning of the phenomenon 
of CPL for the participants. In other words, through this analysis, the characteristics were 
identified that are essential for the participants to identify their diverse experiences as 
professional learning. These characteristics are described in the form of a complex 
structure of constituents of CPL. This descriptive, empirical phenomenological analysis 
is reported as stage one of the study, with the essential structure of CPL being the key 
finding.  
In stage two of the study, the empirical findings are interpreted in the light of current 
research, drawing on insights from phenomenological philosophy, in particular that of 
Martin Heidegger and Maurice Merleau-Ponty. The differences between the experience 
of CPL, as described, and the usual conceptions of CPD are identified, with implications 
drawn for supporting professionals’ learning in practice. Full details of the research 
design are found in section 4.3. 
1.4.4 Structure of the thesis 
This thesis is divided into five parts. In Part A, the “Introduction” contains the genesis of 
the study, its significance, conceptual framework and outline. It begins with a glimpse of 
the experience of CPL through vignettes.  
In Part B, “Exploration”, the study is located within the current body of knowledge 
(chapter two), framed within a particular phenomenological perspective (chapter three) 
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and adapted empirical phenomenological methodology (chapter four). These three 
chapters are linked, as they encapsulate the overall conceptualisation, design and 
execution of the research as an interconnected process, with each chapter informing the 
other.  
Part C, “Findings”, describes the results of the analysis of the empirical data presented 
as three interlinked perspectives in chapter five. These detail the complex essential 
structure of the experience of CPL, whilst accounting for its diversity and the part 
learning plays in the overall experience of professional practice. Vignettes of 
participants’ learning experiences illustrate the findings. 
In Part D, “Integration”, the original research problem is revisited, with the empirical 
findings interpreted in the light of phenomenological philosophy and other research. In 
chapter six, tensions between learning as experienced and CPD responsibilities are 
examined. In chapter seven, the ontological nature of CPL is highlighted. In chapter 
eight, the notion of “Authentic Professional Learning” is suggested as a framework for 
understanding and supporting CPL. Proposals are made about building a professional 
and workplace culture that supports learning as experienced. 
Part E “Conclusion” draws the study together. In chapter nine, the contribution the study 
makes is evaluated, whilst raising limitations of the study as well as implications for 
practice and future research. The thesis concludes with my own reflections about 
learning to be a professional researcher. 
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PART B: EXPLORATION  
In Part A, the need for a re-evaluation of how professionals continue to learn within their 
current working context was raised. The concept of CPL was introduced as a complex 
phenomenon that is experienced in a variety of ways. This study was differentiated from 
others by its focus on the experience of learning rather than CPD practices, and by its 
holistic rather than atomistic research approach. 
The three chapters in Part B are linked by their purpose, which is to detail the framework 
and design of this study. Conceptual integrity is important in research as demonstrated 
through congruence of research questions, theoretical approach and methodology 
(Crotty, 1998; Higgs, 2001). In these chapters I demonstrate the congruence of this 
study through: exploring the literature to justify and define the research questions 
(chapter 2), expounding the phenomenological perspective used and its philosophical 
assumptions (chapter 3), and describing the adaptation of empirical phenomenology as 
the methodological approach (chapter 4). 
I have chosen metaphors of exploration to name these chapters. This study involved 
traversing considerable terrain across disciplinary boundaries to locate and refine the 
issues I have raised about CPL, hence the title of chapter two: “Locating the Study in the 
Research Terrain”. Throughout the study I have used the “lens” of phenomenology in 
framing my search, hence the title of chapter three: “Looking From a Phenomenological 
Perspective”. I adapted empirical phenomenological approaches to devise specific 
processes for data gathering and analysis, hence the title of chapter four “Describing the 
Methodological Approach”. 
There is always a disparity between the process of research and its product as text. 
Particularly in qualitative research the process can be circular and iterative. Yet this 
research is reported here in a linear, logical text. This belies the fact that when seeking 
to understand the experiences of others, there is no clear-cut pathway. The exploration 
is messy at times. Having raised this important proviso, I lay out in linear fashion details 
of the research framework.
Chapter Two  
Locating the Study in the Research Terrain 
My aim in this chapter is to locate this study within the relevant literature, arguing for the 
value of the approach to researching CPL that I have identified. Section 2.1 highlights 
the value of an interdisciplinary approach in investigating CPL, presenting a brief 
analysis of three areas of research that have informed this study. These fields of inquiry 
are: higher education (drawing on literature about undergraduate education of 
professionals); workplace learning (drawing on literature about learning at work and 
organisational management); and adult education (drawing on literature about lifelong 
learning and continuing professional development). Although the participants of this 
study are allied health professionals, this review of research also encompasses other 
professions. 
The focus question of this study is: How do professionals experience continuing learning 
within their current working context? Section 2.2 examines problematic issues about this 
current working context for professional learning. As learning is the crux of this study, 
section 2.3 summarises research findings about professional learning and knowledge as 
pertinent to CPL. Finally, section 2.4 summarises my argument for the conceptualisation 
of CPL used in this study, drawing on issues raised in this chapter to further elaborate 
on the focus question. 
2.1 Interdisciplinary Inquiry into CPL 
Findings from diverse fields of inquiry have implications for this investigation of CPL. 
This study is located at the intersection of the research fields of higher education, 
workplace learning and adult education. Despite many points of connection from an 
interdisciplinary perspective, the research in each field targets different audiences and 
purposes, with little integration of findings across fields with respect to CPL. This section 
highlights aspects from each field important for my argument about CPL.  
From the field of higher education, I have drawn upon research into student learning and 
the complex nature of professional practice knowledge. From the workplace learning 
literature I have drawn on research highlighting the situated and social nature of 
continuing learning and critiques about the workplace as a context for learning. From the 
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field of adult education, I have drawn on the holistic notion of learning as transformative, 
and critiques about the current state of CPD.  
2.1.1 Higher education 
Two aspects of higher education research inform this study. One is the substantial body 
of research into student learning that has resulted in significant changes in pedagogical 
approaches in universities. The other is research investigating the complex nature of 
professional knowledge as used in practice. 
Although not uniform across universities or courses, a significant shift from teaching to 
learning is occurring in higher education. Implementation of research findings has led to 
the introduction of innovative pedagogical practices, such as problem-based learning, 
action learning and peer-based learning projects, and the use of collaborative, flexible 
and interdisciplinary teaching strategies (Biggs, 2003; Boud et al., 2001; Boud & 
Falchikov, 2006; Dall'Alba, 2005; Higgs & Titchen, 2001a; McGill & Brockbank, 2004; 
Rodger, Woodyatt, Marinac, Jenny, & Watter, 2004). Yet these changes have had little 
impact on CPD practices.  
In professional undergraduate education, the level of engagement with the realities of 
practice varies widely. Regardless of teaching approach, most undergraduate 
professional education programs, from medicine to engineering, architecture to teaching, 
have a focus on the preparation of practitioners who are competent to enter the current 
workplace. Preparation for a changing world of work is sometimes referred in the form of 
generic attributes, such as communication or team skills (e.g. Barrie & Prosser, 2004).  
The complexity of professional knowledge as used in practice is widely acknowledged 
(e.g. Higgs, Richardson, & Abrandt Dahlgren, 2004). Different conceptions of 
professional knowledge as used in competent practice underlie some of the differences 
across professional education programs. For example, where educators view 
competence as acquisition and application of attributes, such as theoretical knowledge, 
practical skills and professional attitudes, teaching of these is often separated into 
different parts of a course: theory first, practice later, attitudes as they graduate 
(Dall'Alba & Barnacle, 2005). Gloria Dall’Alba and Jörgen Sandberg (1996) have 
challenged this consideration of professional competence as an attribute-based 
phenomenon. Their empirical research with students (Dall'Alba, 2004) and professionals 
(Sandberg, 2001b) reveals that different ways of understanding professional practice 
underpin and determine how professional skills are developed. Typically in professional 
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education curricula, however, there is limited focus on how professional practice is 
understood or what being a professional entails; the focus is on what professionals know 
or can do (Dall'Alba, 2005).  
Despite emerging research about professional knowledge and its use in practice 
following graduation, little of this has influenced CPD practices. Within higher education, 
the need for lifelong learning of professionals through a process of continuing education 
is certainly stressed. Undoubtedly, how learning and knowledge are conceptualised 
throughout a student’s undergraduate education influences how they understand 
continuing to learn following graduation. Learning as a student and learning as a 
practising professional may be different in many respects. There is a need for research 
into the experience of learning from the perspective of practising professionals. Such 
research may clarify which higher education research findings are applicable to CPL. 
2.1.2 Workplace learning 
The second relevant field of inquiry is the rapidly growing area of workplace learning that 
crosses the boundaries of many disciplines (Boud & Garrick, 1999; Garrick & Rhodes, 
2000b; Rainbird et al., 2004). This field has its focus on how employees learn at work. 
Increasing interest in work-based learning emerged as a response to the demands of 
the global marketplace and the subsequent need for multi-skilling and retraining (Tinkler, 
Lepani, & Mitchell, 1996). Thus the initial interest in this field was on vocational 
education, but there is increasing research about the role of the workplace in 
professional learning (Beckett & Hager, 2002; Billett, 2001a; Boud & Solomon, 2001; 
Eraut, 2004; Sjöstrand, Sandberg, & Tyrstrup, 2001). Research about workplace 
learning across education, management and organisational psychology is highly varied, 
ranging from prescriptive, positivistic polemics to critical discourse analyses. Two 
aspects are integral to this study. One is the wide acknowledgement across this field 
that learning is context dependent. The other involves the critical analyses of the 
workplace as a context for learning. 
The notion that all learning is situated and social in nature is highlighted in the seminal 
research of Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger (1991). From this acknowledgement of the 
centrality of context, researchers have explored how work situations with differing socio-
cultural practices promote the development of differing abilities (Billett, 2004; Fenwick, 
2001b). Workplace culture has been found to be important in determining what is learnt 
and how (Brockbank et al., 2002; Daley, 2000; Richardson, 1999b; Solomon, 1999). 
Research into the situated and social nature of workplace learning has had a significant 
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impact on CPL as evidenced by the increasing use of internships, mentors and networks 
to support professional learning at work (e.g. Gold, 2002; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2000; 
QBTR, 2002). A dichotomy is evident in the literature, however, between support for 
everyday learning as “informal” and the provision of purposeful “formal” learning in 
continuing education programs (Beckett & Hager, 2002; Day, 1999; Eraut, 2004; Jarvis, 
2004). As mentioned in section 1.3.1, although such experiences may differ, the learning 
that does (or does not) happen through such processes may not vary. Little is known 
about the perspective of professionals regarding different CPL experiences. 
There is a growing body of research that raises many questions about learning at work. 
There are two poles to the voices of disquiet about the prevailing workplace context for 
learning. One draws on critical theory within a postmodern framework. This research is 
critical of issues ranging from the impact of economic rationalism on staff downsizing to 
the implicit power and gender inequalities at work (Alvesson, 2004; Garrick & Clegg, 
2001; Usher et al., 1997). The other pole draws on social theory within an interpretative 
framework. There is emerging interest in academic and popular discourse about valuing 
workers as people with lives outside work. This research talks of people as the “heart” of 
business organisations and addresses the problematic nature of work/family balance, 
giving voice to workers’ feelings (Edgar, 2005; Hochschild, 1983, 1997; Pocock, 2001, 
2003). Research from both these perspectives raises important issues for CPL. 
Despite excitingly diverse perspectives across workplace learning research, only a small 
number of studies focus specifically on the continuing learning of professionals. Little of 
this research examines underlying assumptions, questions contexts for learning, or 
theorises about the experience of learning at work for professionals.   
2.1.3 Adult education 
The origin of the third field of inquiry was in community-based adult education, although 
it now encompasses continuing education for professionals as well. Critical and 
interpretative approaches to research in adult education have recognised the potential 
for learning to be emancipatory and transformative (Brookfield, 2005; Cranton, 1997; 
Freire, 1974; Imel, Gillen, & English, 2000; Mezirow, 2000; Willis, Smith, & Collins, 
2000). These approaches take a holistic view of learning as involving the whole person 
within their socio-cultural context (Jarvis & Parker, 2005). These approaches have had 
limited impact on CPD practice. The main contribution to CPD practices from the field of 
adult education has been recognition that the professional is an adult. 
Part B: Exploration 
 
22
The notion that adults’ learning needs were different from those of children was 
theorised as andragogy by Malcolm Knowles (1980, 1990). However, tenets of 
andragogy are no longer restricted to adult education. Such notions as drawing on 
previous experiences of the learner or providing flexible pathways for learning are now 
the basis of all good educational practice. Recognition of variance between adult 
learners, described in the concept of different learning styles (Honey & Mumford, 1992), 
has had a significant impact on CPD practices. Although useful, the concept of learning 
styles is often used in a simplistic manner to categorise learners (e.g. Hoffman, 2002; 
Tennant, 1997).  
Despite the diversity of research in adult education mentioned above, most current 
research into CPD is pragmatic. Methods of delivery of CPD programs are often 
compared through evaluation of learning outcomes, reflecting the environment of 
regulation and accountability in which CPD programs take place (e.g. Charles & 
Mamary, 2002; McRae et al., 2001; Thomson-O'Brien et al., 2001). This literature uses 
instrumental and prescriptive language giving advice to professionals and learning 
providers. As such, it tends to focus on solving problems and evaluating solutions rather 
than questioning assumptions about learning. As mentioned in Part A, its focus is on the 
“development” of the professional rather than on learning.  
In the health literature in particular, CPD research and practice tends to be goal focused: 
on outcomes, evidence and standards (Alsop, 2000; Davis et al., 1999). In fact CPD 
remains “mired in update and competency approaches” (Wilson, 2000, p.78). The 
update perspective stresses the obsolescence of present knowledge that accompanies 
rapid change (e.g. Burns, 2002, p.10). This perspective reinforces the view of learning 
as “filling up” a reservoir of knowledge that will run dry if left too long; the container 
perspective of the mind critiqued in section 1.3.1. In addition, the evidence-based 
practice agenda is currently exerting a strong pressure on professionals (e.g. Bryceland 
& Stam, 2005; Davies, 2003; Egerod & Hansen, 2005). In health, evidence-based 
practice has been primarily based on the “gold standard” of empirical, quantitative 
research; the randomised, double-blind, controlled trial (Bury & Mead, 1998; Herbert, 
Jamtvedt, Mead, & Hagen, 2005; Sackett, Richardson, Rosenberg, & Haynes, 1997). 
Other forms of evidence from qualitative research or practitioner experience are 
consequently less valued, a situation which is being challenged by some researchers in 
health (Morse, 2005; Stwine & Abrandt Dahlgren, 2004). In this context, there is a need 
to re-evaluate how professionals continue to learn. 
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2.1.4 Integrating the research fields 
While each of these fields of inquiry informs this study, there is a lack of integration 
between them with respect to research into CPL. All three fields have produced research 
important for investigating CPL, but CPL is not the primary focus of any of them. From 
the field of higher education, professional programs increasingly incorporate workplace 
practice and emphasise continuing learning, but the differences between undergraduate 
and workplace learning is not clearly identified in research. From the field of workplace 
learning there is significant research relevant to CPL but there is a problematic 
dichotomy between learning from everyday work and CPD programs. From the field of 
adult education, most of the research into CPD is instrumental, often disregarding the 
notion of the holistic nature and transformative potential of learning. 
There are notable exceptions. Links have been made between undergraduate 
professional education programs and continuing learning at work (Barnett, 2004; Boud & 
Falchikov, 2006; Boud & Solomon, 2001; Dall'Alba, 2002, 2005; Higgs, Richardson & 
Abrandt Dahlgren, 2004). Commonalities in continuing learning have been considered 
across a variety of professions (Beckett & Hager, 2002; Higgs & Titchen, 2001b). There 
have been contributions from critical and philosophical perspectives in all fields that 
question assumptions underlying CPL (Alvesson, 2004; Barnacle, 2004; Dall'Alba & 
Barnacle, 2004; Usher et al., 1997). On the whole, though, research into CPL does not 
integrate research findings from across these fields. 
There have been calls for re-evaluation of CPD from government reviews and academic 
research as awareness grows of the importance of continuing learning for professionals 
(Beijaard, Meijer, Morine-Dershimer, & Tillema, 2005; Bennett et al., 2000; Brockbank et 
al., 2002; McRae et al., 2001; Mott & Daley, 2000; Rodrigues, 2005). It is vital that such 
re-evaluation be informed by relevant research across disciplines. Social theorist Steve 
Fuller (2003a), in a debate on interdisciplinarity, describes academic disciplines as 
“holding patterns of inquiry” that are malleable to socio-political changes in response to 
societal demands (p.1). The need for research into CPL is one example of such 
demand, requiring inquiry across disciplines. A breadth of vision across disciplinary 
boundaries is necessary to see interconnectedness between the areas of inquiry I have 
mentioned. The metaphor of “helicopter vision” is apt (Candy, Crebert, & O'Leary, 1994, 
p.43). Such an interdisciplinary approach is best placed to disrupt assumptions about 
the purpose and nature of CPL and allow deeper understanding of the experience of 
CPL to emerge.  
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2.2 Current Working Context for CPL 
In examining what is known about CPL from the breadth of research outlined above, it is 
necessary to highlight specific features of the current working context for professionals 
and how that context is rapidly changing. Global change has had a substantial impact on 
the workplace as well as on education (Barnett, 2000a; Beckett & Hager, 2002; Edgar, 
2005; Edwards & Usher, 2000a). Understanding CPL requires some appreciation of the 
impact of these relatively recent changes. Anthony Giddens (2002) reminds us that 
globalisation is not just an “out there” phenomenon, about economic, political and 
organisational changes; it is also an “in here” phenomenon (p.12). Giddens (1999) 
states: “Our lives, our personalities, our identities, our emotions, our relationships with 
other people – these are being reshaped by globalising processes, because 
globalisation invades local culture” (p.7). Learning as a professional is also “invaded”.  
Tensions from competing workplace agendas and consequent dilemmas for professional 
learning are discussed under the headings of “certainty” and “uncertainty”. Not only are 
certainty and uncertainty both features of the current workplace as a context for learning, 
but such pressures create what Colleen Mullavey-O’Byrne and Sandra West (2001) 
describe as a “certainty-uncertainty” dilemma for health professionals (p.50). There is a 
“quest for certainty” from organisations seeking measurable outcomes at lower cost, 
from professional organisations seeking the clinical certainty of evidence-based 
practices, and from practitioners themselves wanting to minimise the stresses of change 
(p.58). Co-existent with the drivers towards certainty are those that increase uncertainty. 
Rapid global and organisational changes, accompanied by changes in consumer 
expectations and service delivery models mean that the context in which professionals 
learn can lead to uncertainty, doubt and anxiety about their practice (p.55). 
This situation is not unique to health professionals. For example, a similar dilemma is 
described with respect to the CPD of teachers (Beijaard et al., 2005, p.11). These 
researchers highlight tensions between competing forces of regulation, through the 
implementation of professional standards, and the inherent uncertainty and complexity 
of practice and learning. In this section, evidence will be presented from across research 
fields to support the notion of a quest for certainty in the guise of regulatory forces 
seeking to control practice, coexistent with increasing uncertainty in a rapidly changing 
and complex work context.  
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2.2.1 Certainty through regulation and control 
A significant issue in the quest for certainty at work is regulation of workers and control 
of knowledge. In what has been called a knowledge economy with economic rationalist 
policy drivers, employees as “human capital” can be viewed as one of the key resources 
of an organisation (Alvesson, 2004, p.5; Garrick & Usher, 2000, p.4; OECD, 1998, p.9). 
Within this discourse, the value of CPL to an organisation is seen in terms of the 
professional’s ability to apply knowledge to produce outcomes contributing to 
organisational goals. The concept of knowledge as a commodity influenced by economic 
pressures was originally critiqued by Jean-François Lyotard (1984) as “performativity” in 
his analysis of the control of knowledge in postmodern society. A significant 
consideration within critiques of performativity is that of power dynamics. In an 
environment with an emphasis on performativity, power resides with the employer to 
determine what is valued, rewarded and considered justifiable to learn. Consequently, 
an issue of concern in the workplace learning literature is that of “legitimate knowledge” 
(Apple, 2000b; Garrick & Rhodes, 2000a; Stevenson, 1997).  
Within a performativity discourse, learning outcomes related to legitimate knowledge are 
aligned to organisational goals, and learning opportunities are provided to increase 
employees’ “capacity” (Beckett & Hager, 2002, p.149; Edgar, 2001, p.100; Garrick & 
Usher, 2000, p.7; Roddy, 2005, p.488). This discourse implies that people are 
containers for knowledge. Admittedly, capacity is often used interchangeably with 
“capability” which at least implies a functioning person (Brown & McCartney, 2004). The 
use of language to describe employees as dehumanised resources is merely one 
example of the pervasive influence of the performativity agenda. Language is powerful; 
its regulatory effect is usually implicit (Alvesson, 2004, p.213; Brockbank et al., 2002, 
p.8).  
As well as viewing people and their knowledge as resources to be used, another feature 
of control of workers is the increasing regulation and standardisation of their practice. 
Even professionals, who value autonomy in their professional judgement, are 
increasingly regulated (Freidson, 2001). Commenting on escalating control of higher 
education in Britain, Susan Weil (1999) proposes that one reason for increased 
regulation is an attempt to provide structural solutions to resolve complex challenges 
arising from change and uncertainty. She states that, “the tendency is to order the mess, 
through increasing standardisation, specification of outcomes and centralised control” 
(p.171). There have been significant changes in health and related service industries 
worldwide, influenced by rising costs, with subsequent moves towards the certainty of 
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standards and evidence-based practice to enhance accountability and efficiency 
(Germov, 2002; Mullavey-O'Byrne & West, 2001; Neubauer, 1998; Richardson, Higgs, & 
Abrandt Dahlgren, 2004; Van Achterberg et al., 2006).  
Consequently, professional standards as means of ensuring competence to practice are 
being scrutinised by professional associations, registration boards and government 
authorities. Whilst there is a need for professional accountability and standards to 
protect consumers from incompetent practice, the definition of professional competence 
and its standard measurement has been a matter of debate (Eraut, 2004, p.264). This 
debate has received considerable focus over the past decade from governments, 
workplaces and academia (Hagar & Beckett, 1995; Stevenson, 1996). Despite initially 
narrow definitions of competence, linked to the origin of these definitions in vocational 
education, the concept of professional competence has broadened (Beckett & Hager, 
2002; Gonczi, Hagar, & Olivier, 1990).  However, as mentioned in section 2.1.1, 
competence is still usually defined in terms of attributes, albeit complex, integrated, 
embodied and situated (Beckett, 2004). Within a performative framework, the onus shifts 
towards workers to verify their competence in an observable way (Barnett, 2000b; Usher 
& Edwards, 1994, chap.8). Observable, measurable skills may be valued over more 
ephemeral qualities. 
A prevailing view also exists that there will be a stage based progression in the 
competence of professionals from novice to expert (Benner, 1984; Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 
1986; Eraut, 1994). The assumption that through a process of continuing learning 
professionals will maintain competence and develop expertise is the basis on which 
much continuing education and workplace training is predicated. This assumption is also 
instrumental in the current moves towards the requirement of mandatory professional 
development for ongoing registration (see Medical Board of Queensland, 2005). There is 
increasing awareness however that competence and expertise are context dependent 
(Beckett & Hager, 2002, p.177). That development occurs is not in question; whether it 
is stage based and linear has been challenged by those who acknowledge its situated 
nature (Dall'Alba & Sandberg, in press). Professionals develop competence in different 
ways depending on the context of their practice and their understanding of that practice.  
A question of importance here is what role does CPL play in the maintenance of 
competence and the development of expertise? Whether professional standards 
primarily foster continuing learning of professionals, maintain the competency of the 
professionals, or regulate and deliver outcomes is debatable (Sachs, 2003). What is 
clear is that there are varying perspectives about the value and purpose of CPL from 
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different stakeholders. Divergent views about learning have been reported, for example, 
between professionals and their managers (Cervero, 2000; Nolan et al., 2000). In 
addition, there is increasing debate about tensions between the performative focus on 
legitimate knowledge and the value of learning to the professional and her practice 
(Brockbank et al., 2002, p.8). Carl Rhodes and John Garrick (2000) describe these 
current pressures towards the instrumentalisation of knowledge for efficiency purposes 
in Australia as a narrow and “dangerously reductive” perspective (p.275).  
The debates mentioned above are generally not raised in research into CPD. In many 
professions, including health, such matters are rarely discussed, let alone debated or 
challenged. The quest for certainty through regulation and control, as a feature of 
society and part of the context for professional practice and learning, is unlikely to 
change in the near future. Awareness of such features is important in research into CPL. 
Not only does a quest for certainty influence the context in which professionals continue 
to learn, but it may also influence the type of research undertaken, as certain research 
may be more readily supported (see Department of Education Science and Training, 
2005; Yates, 2006). This is one possible reason for the preponderance of quantitative 
research in CPD, investigating outcomes or maintenance of standards through CPD.  
Moving to focus on the experience of professional learning rather than development of 
professionals gives the opportunity to investigate possible implications of certainty, 
regulation and control as a context for learning. Little is known about professionals’ 
thoughts regarding these issues. Do these issues influence learning of professionals, 
and if so in what way?  
2.2.2 Uncertainty related to change and complexity  
In addition to the moves towards certainty, uncertainty has been identified as a feature 
of the current workplace. Regardless of how these features are related to each other, it 
is widely acknowledged that both are related to global changes (Weil, 1999). Change 
has always been part of being human, but the increasing pace and breadth of the 
current “rapid and sweeping” change has been commented on in relation to the need to 
keep learning (Knapper & Cropley, 2000, p.15). Uncertainty and complexity, rather than 
change per se, has been highlighted as the crux of difficulties people face (Barnett, 
2004, p.248).  
In higher education, Ronald Barnett (1999) uses the term “supercomplexity” to describe 
the current working context as “multiple, conflicting and ever-emerging frames of 
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understanding and action” that may challenge current assumptions, beliefs and values 
(p.40). In a similar vein, the working environment for health professionals has been 
described as “characterized by complexity, uncertainty and subjectivity” (Higgs & Jones, 
2000, p.4). Social researchers have also commented on a perceived acceleration of time 
and compression of space in life today with a focus on immediate action and short 
response times at work (Giddens, 2002; Guy, 2002; Nowotny, 1994). The perceived lack 
of time and increased complexity may have consequences for CPL (Hargreaves, 1994, 
p.83).  
The increasing pressures in the workplace referred to so far are part of what has been 
called the “intensification of work” in the literature (Burchell, Ladipo, & Wilkinson, 2002; 
Weekes, Peterson, & Stanton, 2001). It has been argued that these pressures on the 
time and energies of workers act to minimise worker resistance to changes and the 
ability of workers to proactively act to alter their situation (Davies, 2003). Research has 
shown that workplace culture can act powerfully to foster or deter continuing learning 
(Billett, 2001b; Brockbank et al., 2002). For example, Barbara Richardson (1999b) 
reports on workplaces where established hierarchies discourage health practitioners 
from critically evaluating their practice, by viewing learning in terms of an apprenticeship 
where certain skills should be learnt. 
Change and complexity in the workplace, together with increasing regulation and work 
intensification has led to a significant amount of research about the way work interacts 
with other features of people’s lives. The tenuous act of balancing work and home 
demands has been referred to as the “war over work” or “collision” between work and 
family life in recent research (Biggs & Horgan, 1999; Edgar, 2005; Hochschild, 1997; 
Pocock, 2003). Professionals, especially women, report a lack of time and constant 
feeling of juggling multiple and conflicting demands. Many are critical of what they 
perceive as a “deeply entrenched male model” of being a professional as incompatible 
with the way they want to work (Pocock, 2001, p.11). Barbara Pocock (2003) has 
identified that in many cases workplace restructuring in Australia has made the 
workplace less rather than more flexible, increasing the demands of juggling work and 
home (p.88). Such a pressured environment may have an impact on CPL.  
Not only does the current working context impose challenges related to balancing time 
and energy for professionals, it may also challenge perceptions of self. There are 
complex interconnections in western society between learning, work, people’s identities 
and life satisfaction (Alvesson, 2004; Garrick & Usher, 2000; Hargreaves, 1998; Rhodes 
& Scheeres, 2004; Solomon, 2004; Wenger, 1998). For example, David Beckett (2004) 
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identifies workplace learning as implicated in the continuing construction of the self 
(p.506). But such construction may be subverted by attempts to align worker’s identities 
with organisational goals (Garrick & Usher, 2000). Mats Alvesson (2004) takes a critical 
perspective on the issue of identity construction at work within the paradoxical climate of 
uncertainty and control (p.208). Amongst this critique, there is a positive call for a 
contemporary situated ethics in organisations where “new professional identities” 
emerge that have the potential to improve workers’ lives (Garrick & Rhodes, 2000a, p.3).  
In this changing climate continuing learning may impose pressure on professionals to 
make significant shifts in their understanding of practice or substantially alter how they 
deliver their services (Higgs, Richardson & Abrandt Dahlgren, 2004; Spillane, Sterling, 
Noack, & Webster-Wright, 1998; Williams, 2005). Within the community and disability 
sector for example, where this study was situated, the past decade has seen a 
significant shift in expectations for practice. Pressure has emerged from research 
evaluation of practice, to encourage a change in the approach of practitioners. The 
change encompasses a shift from the paradigm of “helping people” achieve goals 
largely determined by practitioners, to “facilitating self help” by engaging with clients to 
understand their needs and the context within which they operate (Giangreco, 1996; 
Trede & Higgs, 2003; Zhang & Bennett, 2001).  
It is well established that such changes, requiring examination and alteration of 
established ways of acting, may be difficult (Bandura, 1995; Handy, 1996; Scott, 1999). 
In discussing change in teachers’ work, Andy Hargreaves (1994) cautions that when 
CPL challenges underlying assumptions, it is an “implicit rejection of the worth and value 
of the rest of a teacher’s [or professional’s] repertoire, and of the life and the person that 
has been invested in building it up” (p.61). In other words, CPL that involves a challenge 
to change understanding may challenge perceptions of self. Such changing, complex 
and uncertain conditions may be seen as overwhelming by professionals involved 
(Billett, 2001b; Day & Roberts, 1998; Fullan, 2001; Leahy, 1995; Mullavey-O'Byrne & 
West, 2001). Little is known about the relationship of the features of uncertainty I have 
raised and the experience of CPL.  
In summary, research evidence certainly indicates that the impact of global changes “out 
there” may create dilemmas “in here” for professionals learning at work. The nature of 
this impact on the experience of learning is not known. A significant amount is known 
about learning, however. 
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2.3 The Concept of Learning 
“Learning” is a word in such common usage that multiple interpretations and definitions 
abound. These are used within different contexts and disciplines drawing on varying 
conceptual perspectives. There has been extensive empirical research into learning in 
its many guises. The result has been an increasing awareness of the complexity of 
learning and the fact that all learning is dependent on who is learning, what is learnt and 
under what conditions it is learnt. As with any complex concept, theories have evolved to 
explain the sometimes paradoxical results of empirical research about learning. The 
difference between these theories is largely determined by underlying assumptions 
about the nature of knowledge, of people as learners and of the process of learning (see 
Wenger, 1998). 
Section 2.3.1 outlines current theories of learning that are relevant to CPL. Research 
findings about learning pertinent to framing and undertaking this study are summarised 
in section 2.3.2. As all research into learning is based on a certain conceptualisation of 
knowledge, section 2.3.3 reviews research into the complex nature of professional 
practice knowledge.  
2.3.1 Learning theories 
Currently, several theories co-exist about the nature of learning which influence research 
into learning and drive practice involving learning in different ways. These theories vary 
in the emphasis placed on the learning processes of the individual or on the situated 
nature and socio-cultural context of the learning (see Schunk, 2004). At one extreme of 
these perspectives is a neuropsychological perspective that seeks to describe cognitive 
processes and equates learning with individual rational thinking (e.g. Healy, 2005; Luria 
& Tsvetkova, 1990; Mayer, 1992). At the other end is a critical social perspective, where 
learning is seen as largely determined by cultural perspectives and social structures, 
strongly influenced by power relationships (e.g. Apple, 2001; Bernstein, 2000; Foucault, 
1980). Two common perspectives within this range, used in research into professional 
learning, are that of “social constructivism” and “social constructionism”. Although each 
term encompasses a range of slightly different perspectives, differences in the origin and 
assumptions of both approaches can be distinguished (Crotty, 1998, p.57; Sandberg, 
2001a, p.29; Schwandt, 2000, p.187).  
Constructivism views knowledge as actively constructed by the learner whilst influenced 
by the learning context and past experience. It arose from the cognitive psychological 
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approach to learning of Jean Piaget. Although the influence of socio-cultural factors is 
stressed, social constructivism retains a focus on the individual mind as the maker of 
meaning. Thus although knowledge is socially constructed, the individual is fore-
grounded. Proponents of this perspective vary in their explanation of the influence of 
socio-cultural factors (e.g. Engeström, 1999; Vygotsky, 1986). This perspective has 
strongly influenced research into adult learning and professional education (e.g. Biggs, 
2003; Day, 1999; Higgs, Richardson & Abrandt Dahlgren, 2004; Jarvis, 2004).   
The social constructionist perspective describes learning through the inter-subjective 
interpretation of meaning. Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann’s (1966/1981) 
phenomenological treatise on the social construction of knowledge introduced this 
perspective into the social sciences. This perspective explicitly rejects a dualist ontology 
and objectivist epistemology. It emphasises that reality and knowledge are socially 
constituted, and that the learner and the world are irrevocably inter-related through lived 
experience. Again proponents of this perspective vary in attention paid to differing 
aspects of social interaction, from a focus on practice to a focus on language (e.g. 
Bourdieu, 1990; Gergen, 1995). Social constructionism is increasingly influencing 
research into the situated and collaborative nature of learning especially workplace 
learning (e.g. Boud & Middleton, 2003; Fox, 2000; Sandberg & Dall'Alba, 2006; Usher et 
al., 1997). 
Both of these approaches view knowledge as constructed and are attentive to the 
individual and social aspects of learning, but social constructivism has a more individual 
emphasis on the making of meaning, whereas social constructionism emphasises the 
inter-subjective construction of meaning (Crotty, 1998, p.58). It is the latter that has 
influenced my framing of this research, due to the philosophical assumptions on which it 
is based. 
Regardless of the perspective taken on learning, there is broad agreement that learning 
involves change (e.g. Giorgi, 1999; Jarvis, 2004; Marton & Booth, 1997; Schunk, 2004). 
Determining what changes during learning is more contentious. I consider evidence 
about how change occurs in the section below on the nature of professional learning, 
and differing perspectives on what changes in section 2.3.3 on the nature of professional 
knowledge. As research into learning necessarily presupposes assumptions about 
knowledge and vice versa, dissection of literature into these two categories is useful for 
analytical purposes, but assumes some overlap. 
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2.3.2 The nature of professional learning 
Research supports the notion that professionals learn from experience, highlights the 
value of reflection in such learning, and accepts that learning is contextually mediated. 
Evidence for these three features of professional learning is considered in this section, 
beginning with the notion of experiential learning. 
2.3.2.1 Learning from experience 
Learning from experience may be understood in two senses. It may refer to active 
involvement of the learner with practical experiences in a specific learning situation, or to 
the integration of what is newly learnt with the learner’s previous experiences (Boud, 
Keogh, & Walker, 1985; Brookfield, 1983). Research supports that professionals learn 
from experience in both these senses (Brockbank et al., 2002; Wagenaar, Scherpbier, 
Boshuizen, & van der Vleuten, 2003).  
Literature referring to learning from experience often blurs distinctions between these 
two senses, and arguably they are inter-related. A distinction is made in the educational 
literature between learning as an active process of exploration where meaning is 
constructed from experience, and learning as passive reception of knowledge through 
processing information (Biggs, 2003; Ramsden, 2003). These different conceptions have 
become over-simplified in the common pedagogical lexicon as “deep” and “surface” 
learning (e.g. Bryce, Frigo, McKenzie, & Withers, 2000). The original distinction of these 
different approaches to learning was made by Ference Marton and Roger Säljö (1976, 
1984) in their research into students’ learning experiences. Facilitation of a deep 
approach to learning, with the intention of understanding rather than reproducing 
knowledge, is highlighted currently in higher education, with changes in curriculum 
design and teaching strategies to support active engagement of the learner with 
experience. 
But the approach taken towards learning is not only affected by curriculum design and 
teacher facilitation. It is also related to learners’ perspectives of knowledge. Research 
has identified an epistemological hierarchy, described in terms of increasing 
sophistication in understanding about knowledge. This hierarchy moves from initial 
reliance on authority as the source of knowledge and absolute truth, to the recognition of 
the contingent nature of knowledge and the construction of one’s own version of it (King 
& Kitchener, 1994; Perry, 1970; Schommer, 1998). That is, the initial stages involve 
passive reception of knowledge whereas the higher stages involve active interaction with 
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experience and construction of knowledge by the learner. Whether such perspectives 
are based on a developmental sequence or emerge in response to varying life and 
educational experiences is indeterminate. 
The importance of active engagement with experience is stressed in David Kolb’s (1984) 
research, investigating the way that learners make sense of experiences. His notion of 
experiential learning has been influential in understanding professional learning. His oft-
quoted learning cycle, drawing from Kurt Lewin, describes learning as a cyclic process 
involving active experience, observation and reflection on experience, formulation of 
concepts, and applying and testing these in practice. Kolb’s model has been critiqued as 
simplistic in its conception of reflection, separation of reflection and action, and lack of 
attention to context (Boud, Cohen, & Walker, 1993; Fenwick, 2001a; Jarvis & Parker, 
2005; Usher et al., 1997). Nevertheless, extensions of this model have influenced 
innovative pedagogical practices in higher education, focused on active engagement of 
the learner with experience. 
Action learning and action research are also predicated on learning from experience and 
are proposed by Ian McGill and Anne Brockbank (2004) as strategies for supporting 
continuing learning at work. There is a range of research literature relating action 
learning and action research to continuing learning (e.g. Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Walker, 
2001; Zuber-Skerritt, 1991). Action learning and action research are sometimes used 
interchangeably but have slightly different focuses. Both are based on a cyclic and 
iterative approach that involves some form of planning, action, evaluation and reflection, 
but they differ in their intent. The outcomes of action learning have a more individual 
orientation, with a primary focus on learning through experience, but involve interaction 
with others in practice (Bourner & Frost, 2000; Dilworth & Willis, 2003). Action research 
pursues both research outcomes and change in practice and is usually participative, with 
group collaboration aiming to advance shared public knowledge (Kemmis, 1995; Reason 
& Bradbury, 2001). Both strategies are ways of structuring active engagement with 
experience, whilst accounting for the importance of context, dialogue and collaboration. 
Thus there is broad consensus that professionals learn from experience and research 
has suggested strategies to support experiential learning. Such strategies, both in higher 
education and at work, highlight the importance of reflection as well as active 
participation in professional learning.  
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2.3.2.2 Learning through reflective action
In education, reflection has been considered integral to learning since John Dewey’s 
(1933) contributions. It was Donald Schön (1983, 1987) however, who highlighted the 
notion of reflection as central to professional practice. Subsequently Schön’s work has 
had significant impact on professional education across disciplines with the generation 
of a substantial literature on the importance of reflective practice in learning (e.g. Bolton, 
2001; Brockbank & McGill, 1998; Moon, 1999b). Whilst ground-breaking, aspects of 
Schön’s work have been criticised, as I detail in section 2.3.3.2.  
A salient feature linking Schön’s reflective professional practice and the proponents of 
learning from experience just mentioned is the concept that action and reflection are 
linked in ongoing professional learning. David Boud and colleagues (Boud et al., 1985) 
argue that active engagement with experience is not sufficient, and that it is reflection 
that transforms experience into learning. They describe reflection as “an active process 
of exploration and discovery” (p.7). The limitation of experiential or active learning cycles 
described above is the separation of reflection and action in learning. In practice they 
are concomitant, as Schön argues. Jack Mezirow’s (1990) term “reflective action” 
stresses this interaction as well as highlighting that reflection in learning is a purposeful 
and active process (p.6).  
Reflection has many meanings with respect to learning. Although the etymology of the 
word means to “bend back” or return to past experience, in common usage is also refers 
to looking towards possible futures. In the research literature, reflection is used to 
describe a range of activities, from individual contemplation to vigorous critical dialogue 
between people. In professional education, an “ability to critically reflect” is a learning 
objective of many courses, yet there is confusion and empty rhetoric about the term 
“critical reflection” and what being a reflective practitioner entails (Bulpitt & Martin, 2005; 
Clouder, 2000; Ramsey, 2003). 
Many researchers have attempted to clarify the ambiguity surrounding reflection by 
describing different levels, based on empirical research and theoretical analysis 
(Brockbank et al., 2002, p.10; Day, 1993b, p.84; van Manen, 1977, p.226). Some 
important insights for learning have been gained from descriptions of reflection levels, 
but as disagreement persists a better way may be to describe different functions of 
reflection. Basic functions of reflection have been described as instrumental (e.g. 
planning or analytical problem solving), whereas for reflection to have a critical function, 
questioning and challenging of assumptions needs to occur (e.g. about self, others, 
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moral, political or philosophical issues). The need for health practitioners to question 
assumptions to avoid practising out of entrenched habits has been raised by 
researchers (Abrandt Dahlgren, Richardson & Kalman, 2004; Richardson, 1999b). 
Questioning of assumptions in learning is foregrounded in the concepts of single and 
double loop learning, identified in research into organisational learning (Argyris & Schön, 
1974, 1978). In single loop learning problems are solved, whereas in double loop 
learning implicit assumptions are illuminated and challenged throughout a process of 
change. This concept has been extended to include triple loop learning in a study 
examining complex organisational change, where the third loop is a critical examination 
of assumptions of the wider society (Foldy & Creed, 1999). Both double and triple loop 
learning involve critical reflection so that assumptions are questioned.  
The concept of critical reflection is contestable. Stephen Brookfield (2005) defines 
critical reflection from within a critical theoretical paradigm. He cautions that “critical 
reflection regards reflection as a problematic activity in which is embedded the possibility 
for self-deception and for authoritarian practice” (1996, p.892). Brookfield considers 
illumination of power dynamics in a learning situation as necessary for reflection to be 
considered critical. Both he and others (e.g. Boud & Walker, 1998; Mezirow, 2000) 
highlight the potential for misuse of reflective practices by educators, where such 
practices are approached in a naïve and uncritical manner.  
The value of critical reflection for CPL is the possibility of transformative change for the 
learner, through questioning of assumptions that underlie habitual patterns of thought 
and action (Brookfield, 2005; Mezirow, 2000). Mezirow (1990) coined the phrase 
“transformative learning” to refer to reflective learning that involves “reassessing the 
presuppositions on which our beliefs are based and acting on insights derived from the 
transformed meaning perspective that results” (p.18). Through such transformative 
change learners may conceive aspects of their world or themselves in a different way, 
allowing them to reinterpret experience from a new perspective (Brookfield, 1987; Freire, 
1996). Challenging assumptions involves conscious awareness of them, however, as 
they are usually taken-for-granted. In fact Brookfield (1995) describes reflection as 
“hunting assumptions” (p.2).  
The possibility of foregrounding and challenging assumptions through reflective action in 
learning is dependent not only on the learner but also on the context. Reflection, like 
learning, does not occur in a vacuum but is mediated by context. 
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2.3.2.3 Learning mediated by context
Context is “perhaps the single most important influence on reflection and learning,” but is 
rarely discussed in any depth, conclude Boud and David Walker (1998, p.196). Yet, 
learning always occurs in a context, as was highlighted by Lave and Wenger’s (1991) 
research. In her anthropological study of mathematics as part of everyday life, Lave 
(1988) cogently critiqued the established concept of cognition as located within the mind 
and separate from the social context. In his anthropological study of learning at work, 
Wenger (1998) developed a social theory of learning, premised on the assumption that 
learning is “a fundamentally social phenomenon” (p.3); an assumption grounded in his 
and Lave’s previous research.  
The concept of “communities of practice” to describe the way that learning occurs 
through everyday social interactions was developed from this body of research. This 
concept has been widely embraced within the professional learning literature but is often 
accepted uncritically. Typically, use of this concept pays scant attention to inherent 
power structures in organisations (Fox, 2000) or that workers are often involved in 
multiple, changing groupings of people (Boud & Middleton, 2003). In some management 
discourses the original concept has been diluted to glib recipes for developing project 
teams (e.g. Lesser & Storck, 2001; McDermott, 2002). Despite acknowledgment in the 
research literature of the social nature of professional learning (e.g. Abrandt Dahlgren, 
Richardson, & Sjöström, 2004; Darling Farr, 2001), in reality, most workplace learning is 
still predicated on individual cognitive effort; as individual learning contracts or 
performance reviews attest (Queensland Government, 2004).  
As a context for learning, the professional workplace can either support or hinder 
learners. Stephen Billett (2001a, 2002), for example, has highlighted supportive 
strategies for workplace learning, such as staged or scaffolded participation involving 
modelling or coaching. On the other hand, lack of time or space at work may limit 
participation or interaction that supports learning (Brockbank et al., 2002). In addition, 
workplaces may afford more value to the development of some practices than others 
(Wenger, 1998). For health professionals for example, the ability to act quickly and 
decisively in some situations may be valued, whereas the ability to spend time listening 
to develop rapport is important in another. Thus workplace context shapes learning.  
Context, however, implies more than the social structure and interactions. It includes the 
expectations of the employer organisations or particular professional associations, often 
hidden in “discourses”. Different professions and organisations have their own 
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discourses as evidenced by shared jargon, behaviour, practices and expectations. For 
example Elliot Mishler (1984) refers to the “discourse of medicine”. James Gee (1990) 
describes social discourses, as follows: 
Discourses are ways of being in the world … which integrate words, acts, 
values, beliefs, attitudes, social identities, as well as gestures, glances, body 
positions and clothes.… [They] are ways of displaying (through words, 
actions, values and beliefs) membership 4 in a particular social group or 
social network. (p.142) 
Such discourses identify a professional as an insider within a group, but also act to 
exclude others by determining what is valued, what counts as legitimate knowledge and 
whose decisions are privileged (Bourdieu, Passeron, & Saint Martin, 1994; Rhodes, 
2000; Stevenson, 1997). There is a body of research describing the socialisation which 
shapes professionals and legitimises certain knowledge, attitudes and practices as the 
accepted norm (Horsfall et al., 2001; Luke, 2003; Richardson, 1999a). It is claimed that 
professional or workplace socialisation thereby shapes people’s identities (Alvesson, 
2004; Apple, 1999; Pocock, 2001). That is, “identities are constructed through discourse 
… imbued with power relations which impact on how people are defined and granted or 
not granted voice, resources and decision-making powers” (Brockbank et al., 2002, p.7). 
Within most professions, the individual and her knowledge and practice has been the 
focus of most research into CPL, albeit with recent recognition of the importance of 
context. Less research has been directed towards understanding the social construction 
of that knowledge and practice (Higgs, Richardson & Abrandt Dahlgren, 2004; 
Richardson, 1999a, 1999b). There is limited debate within most professions about the 
normalisation of professional knowledge and practices through disciplinary and 
organisational discourses. The voice of critique about links between power and 
knowledge that is raised in robust and critical debate in the teaching profession (e.g. 
Apple, 1999) is remarkably quiet in others. Within the health sciences, discussion of 
such matters is at the margins and rarely questioned as part of the context for learning 
(Horsfall et al., 2001; Trede, Higgs, Jones, & Edwards, 2003).  
Questioning the context of learning is difficult. Boud and Walker (1998) argue that 
because the context, both broad and local, permeates every aspect of learning, it is 
taken-for-granted and invisible on a daily basis. Moreover, they argue: 
 
4 In this thesis, all quotes from another author maintain the original punctuation and emphases 
unless specifically stated otherwise. Any additions are placed in [square brackets]. 
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It is not possible to step aside from [context], or view it “objectively”, as it 
permeates our very being. It is reflected in our personal foundation of 
experience which, although constructed from unique experiences, is also 
formed by the context in which we have developed. Context is subject to 
rereading and multiple readings: while it may be experienced as “given”, it is 
always available for reinterpretation. (p.197) 
In summary, there is extensive research demonstrating that professionals learn from 
experience. Both reflection and context are crucial but problematic areas for professional 
learning, shaping what is learnt and how learning occurs. These findings have 
implications for the design of this study, as discussed in section 2.4.  
2.3.3 The nature of professional knowledge 
The question of what changes through learning is contentious, but typically research into 
professional learning has focused on changes in knowledge. Knowledge, even more so 
than learning, is a slippery notion. Since ancient Greek times, there has been a tradition 
in western epistemology of viewing knowledge as an object or commodity. As such, it 
can be separated from the knower, and its complex nature more easily grasped and 
examined through division into categories. There are problems with an objectivist 
epistemology that may act to “blinker” researchers, limiting their ability to perceive 
potential ontological implications about who the knower is. To argue this position, I first 
examine how knowledge is usually understood in research into professional learning. 
2.3.3.1 Knowledge as a commodity
In an objectivist epistemology knowledge is viewed as a commodity akin to information 
that can be produced, managed, stored or transferred. In the current working context 
referred to in section 2.2, knowledge is described as a valuable economic commodity 
(e.g. Burns, 2002; Rainbird et al., 2004; Rothberg & Erickson, 2005). As an object, 
knowledge can be compartmentalised for analysis and research. Within education, 
taxonomies such as Bloom’s are traditionally used to describe cognitive, psychomotor 
and affective domains of learning involving propositional, procedural and dispositional 
knowledge (Brady & Kennedy, 2003). By extension, professional knowledge is usually 
conceived of as consisting of separate though inter-related domains of knowledge.  
A contemporary example of the commodification and compartmentalisation of 
knowledge is found in the research of Michael Gibbons and colleagues (Gibbons et al., 
1994). In examining changes in the “production” and application of knowledge in 
contemporary society, they propose the concepts of two modes. The traditional concept 
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of knowledge as a discipline-specific search for truth, based in universities is described 
as “mode one”. “Mode two” knowledge is depicted as situated, applied and 
transdisciplinary and is increasingly required to solve complex problems in society. Their 
coherent argument, that universities should shift from teaching pure knowledge to the 
application of knowledge in solving socially relevant problems, has raised important 
issues for higher education and research (Johnston, 1998; Kraak, 2005; Nowotny, 
Gibbons, & Scott, 2001; Somerville & Rapport, 2000).  
Despite the value of this research, discussion of knowledge modes (critiqued as 
“modespeak” by Fuller (2003b)) are becoming yet another way to objectify, commodify 
and compartmentalise knowledge (e.g. Johnston, 1998). Fuller (1995) argues that 
modespeak is a primarily policy-orientated division of knowledge, querying the existence 
of either mode except as idealised models (p.165). Helga Nowotny (2003), one of 
Gibbon’s co-researchers, describes knowledge in a sophisticated manner, as 
transgressive and unable to be contained. Yet her description of knowledge, “seep[ing] 
through institutions and structures like water through the pores of a membrane” (2003, 
p.1) gives rise to the question: Where is the knower in the “production” of knowledge? 
There are limitations of an objectivist perspective of knowledge for research into the 
experience of learning. Modespeak is only one example of the common problem of 
binary dichotomies to explain complex phenomena (see Solomon, 2004). Such 
compartmentalisation is useful for analysis, but poses a problem when it is assumed to 
represent reality. Knowledge cannot be separated from the knower in the study of 
experience (Barnacle, 2005). As  well as these limitations for research, the assumption 
that knowledge is an object to be managed has been criticised with respect to issues of 
power and control of learners (Alvesson, 2004), as mentioned in discussing 
performativity (section 2.2).  
The problem for researchers investigating professional learning is that professional 
knowledge as used in practice is exceedingly complex, surpassing efforts to “capture” it. 
Researchers argue that professional knowledge encompasses a number of inter-related 
domains (Eraut, 2004). Within the health sciences, for example, Joy Higgs and Angie 
Titchen (2001a) describe professional practice knowledge as a complex interaction of 
propositional, professional craft and personal knowledge that can “transform and inform 
each other” (p.7). In education, Jean Clandinin and Michael Connelly (1995) introduce 
the metaphor of “professional knowledge landscapes” to indicate the breadth and 
complexity of teachers’ practice knowledge with its mix of personal, ethical, intellectual 
and social dimensions. Recently, Higgs and colleagues (Higgs, Andresen, & Fish, 2004) 
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encapsulated the multiple connections between knowledge and practice in a complex 
multidimensional diagram (p.52). The diagram’s complexity is an attempt to capture the 
complexity of the phenomenon. 
These researchers, like many others (e.g. Beckett & Hager, 2002; Benner, Tanner, & 
Chesla, 1996; Tripp, 1993) are attempting to capture the richness and messiness, 
complexity and diversity of knowledge in professional practice. Schön (1983) also 
attempted to do this twenty years ago when he moved from descriptions of professional 
knowledge to describe “knowing-in-practice” (p.vii). The problem with most 
representations of professional knowledge since Schön’s work is that although the 
complexity of knowing-in-practice is recognised by adding extra elements to 
representations, the totality of the experience of knowing is still not adequately evoked. 
Exploring the holistic nature of knowing-in-practice is not an easy task, as the next 
section demonstrates. 
2.3.3.2 Knowing-in-practice
In the twenty years since Schön’s (1983) influential text “The Reflective Practitioner” 
there has been substantial research into how professionals use knowledge to make 
judgements in practice. Within health, clinical reasoning has been seen as the synthesis 
of professional knowledge and skills in practice. Consequently, the development of 
clinical reasoning skills has been the primary focus of research into professional learning 
in health. Most of this research has focused primarily on rational, cognitive and 
metacognitive processes involved in such skills, from within a predominantly positivistic 
paradigm (Patel & Arocha, 2000). To deal with uncertainties of practice, conceptual 
models have been developed that attempt to order complexity and provide a normative 
guide. Such models carefully consider multiple dimensions of clinical reasoning, 
including client perspectives, the therapist’s frame of reference, hypotheses 
development and context for intervention (Benamy, 1996; Higgs & Jones, 2000; 
Milidonis, Godges, & Jensen, 1999; Skidmore, Rogers, Chandler, & Holm, 2006; 
Tanner, 2006; Tichenor, Davidson, & Jensen, 1995). 
Despite the usefulness of such models, they still fail to fully capture the diversity and 
complexity inherent in judgements in practice. The validity of representations of 
knowing-in-practice other than rational, systematic interpretation of information is gaining 
support (Benner, Hooper-Kyriakidis, & Stannard, 1999; Higgs, Jones, Edwards, & 
Beeston, 2004; Mattingly, 1998).  Divergent approaches that highlight the possibility of 
multiple interpretations based on experience or intuition, and acknowledge “professional 
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artistry” and “practice wisdom” in knowing-in-practice are emerging (Andresen & 
Fredericks, 2001; Fish, 1998; Titchen & Higgs, 2001).  
In arguing for a different, more holistic conception of knowing as a professional for this 
study, it is worth returning to Schön’s 1983 text. In this text he argued for an 
epistemology of practice that countered the “technical rationality” perspective that had 
powerfully shaped professional education, where propositional knowledge was valued 
above more implicit forms. He argued that previous conceptions of professional 
knowledge didn’t capture the complexity of the messy swamp of practice problems. His 
conception of knowing-in-practice was ground-breaking in its acknowledgment of artistic, 
intuitive and embodied features.  
Through re-conceptualising knowledge in practice, Schön challenged the theory-practice 
divide as artificial and many have concurred with him since (Eraut, 2004; Higgs, 
Andresen & Fish, 2004; Usher et al., 1997). Although Schön’s work has been influential 
in professional education, a separation remains today between what is perceived to be 
theoretical knowing and practical doing. This separation persists in professional 
education and CPL and is perpetuated in professional discourse (Horsfall et al., 2001). 
There is no doubt that professionals draw on bodies of theoretical knowledge and that 
practical knowing is crucial and highly valued in the workplace. Why are divisions 
between the two perpetuated in research into CPL? One answer may lie in the 
epistemological assumptions implicit in most of this research, including Schön’s work. 
Schön’s (1983) description of reflection-in-action as the means of decision making in 
practice is insightful yet still problematic. Although he moves from knowledge to 
knowing, highlighting knowing as embedded in practice, he describes the development 
of hypotheses and reframing of problems during practice with a focus on the 
practitioner’s mind (e.g. p.50). There are two problems with Schön’s description. One is 
that the speed required for decision making in a busy practice raises some doubt about 
the reflective nature of decisions (Eraut, 1994, p.145). In addition, Schön’s work implies 
the practitioner is separate from (but related to) her practice and its context. As Usher 
and colleagues (1997, p.139, p.168) argue, Schön’s fore-grounding of cognition and the 
absence of socio-cultural context in his descriptions of knowing-in-practice are 
problematic.  
Yet despite these limitations in Schön’s work, his critique of technical rationality as an 
unsuitable framework to examine the messy complexity of knowing-in-practice was 
prescient. His critique is almost as valid today as then, as the impact of technical 
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rationality on professionals persists. To challenge this impact, it is important to examine 
and disrupt common philosophical assumptions about professional knowledge. In 
arguing that knowledge be thought of as more than a commodity, and knowing as 
involving more than an individual’s mind, knowing cannot be separated from the 
embodied experiences of the person as a social participant in the world. Arguably then, 
knowing involves the whole person. 
2.3.3.3 Embodied knowing
Professionals face dilemmas in everyday practice that engage their whole being. In an 
attempt to describe professional practice knowledge as involving the whole person, 
various elements have been added to descriptions of knowing. The role of emotions, 
intuition, values or spirituality in knowing-in-practice is acknowledged increasingly in the 
literature about professional knowledge and learning, especially in teaching, but also in 
nursing or occupational therapy (Connelly & Clandinin, 1999; Damasio, 1994; Fish, 
1998; Goleman, 2004; Hargreaves, 1997; Higgs & Titchen, 2001b; Palmer, 1998; 
Schmid, 2004; Webster, 2002). Despite the value of this thought-provoking research 
adding elements such as these to a conception of knowing still fails to capture the 
holistic experience of knowing-in-practice.  
One useful approach to encompassing the holistic nature of the experience of knowing 
has been to talk of it as embodied. Mary Belenky and colleagues (Belenky, Clinchy, 
Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986), critiqued the common visual metaphors of knowing as 
“seeing” something, relating this to a rational, male, scientific conceptualisation of 
knowledge as separate from the knower (p.18). In contrast, they describe female 
knowing in terms of engagement and interaction with what is known through hearing, 
speaking or touching as an embodied experience. The embodied nature of knowledge 
has been referred to by a number of researchers from different backgrounds (Beckett, 
2004; Cheville, 2005; Horsfall et al., 2001; Johnson, 1987; Lakoff & Johnson, 1999). 
Drawing on the phenomenological philosophy of Merleau-Ponty, Gloria Dall’Alba and 
Robyn Barnacle (2005) coined the concept “embodied knowing”. I draw on their concept 
in chapter three, within a phenomenological framework stressing the socially constructed 
nature of embodied knowing.  
It is difficult to draw conclusions from the research about professional knowledge that I 
have described in this section, as much of the recent research poses more questions 
than are resolved. Is knowledge a commodity or something more ephemeral in nature? 
In an article on becoming a researcher, Barnacle (2005) argues that knowledge is 
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always “inherently partial” in nature and knowing is a constant inquiry towards the 
unknown (p.187). In response to the question that began this section querying what 
changes in professional learning, the answer is indeterminate. If knowing rather than 
knowledge changes, does knowing involve the professional’s mind or their whole person 
as a social being? Research into the experience of learning may shed more light on 
learning than attempts to capture the nature of professional knowledge have done.  
For example, in a study of the experiences of adult learners (Beaty, Dall'Alba, & Marton, 
1997) different conceptions of learning were described, ranging from those primarily 
about reproducing knowledge to those primarily about the making of meaning. In their 
descriptions of “learning as lived”, some of the participants spoke of changes in 
understanding, seeing the world from a different perspective or changing as a person. In 
their investigation of how women made sense of and learnt from experience, Belenky 
and colleagues (Belenky et al., 1986)’s describe women’s “ways of knowing,” making a 
useful distinction between knowing as understanding and knowing as acquiring 
knowledge. They state that “understanding involves intimacy and equality between self 
and object, while knowledge implies separation from the object and mastery over it” 
(p.101). Both these studies suggest that what changes during learning may be how a 
situation, one’s self or the world is understood. I address the concepts of making sense 
and understanding from a phenomenological perspective in chapter three. 
2.4 Surveying the Research Terrain 
Research literature relevant to CPL has been reviewed in this chapter, raising issues 
about the practice of CPL and problematising the typical approach to researching CPL. 
Figure 1 presents an overview of my argument from chapters one and two, which is 
summarised in the following sections. Section 2.4.1 summarises the review of research 
in chapter two, linking it to the research problem raised in chapter one. Section 2.4.2 
summarises issues within the current practice of CPL, drawing implications for the 
design of this study. Section 2.4.3 summarises problems about the assumptions 
underlying most research into CPL, drawing implications for the research perspective 
used in this study. As detailed in Figure 1, I draw together issues raised, building the 
argument for this study.  
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Figure 1: Justification for the study “Understanding CPL” 
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2.4.1 Summary of relevant research  
This chapter has highlighted the value of “helicopter vision” across interdisciplinary fields 
of inquiry for this study. Review of such research raises questions about the current 
working context for CPL, framed as tension between certainty and uncertainty. 
From research into professional learning, evidence suggests that learning involves 
change in various ways. The importance of learning through active engagement with 
experience is emphasised and suggestions made about ways to support experiential 
learning. Reflection is highlighted as important for professional learning, but little is 
known about the place of reflection in professionals’ experiences of CPL. The 
importance and difficulty of critically foregrounding context in learning is also raised. The 
question of what changes during CPL is debatable, with professional knowledge and 
knowing recognised as difficult concepts to adequately describe.  
Over the past two decades, understanding of learning has moved from analysis of 
acquisition of knowledge to recognition of the integral role of the entire person within her 
social context. Increasingly, research into professional learning has highlighted the 
importance of active involvement and social interaction in learning. Recently the 
conception of knowledge as a commodity acquired through cognitive effort has been 
challenged. Why then is there so little change in CPD practices despite ample evidence 
about better ways of supporting learning?  
Many possible reasons exist. One reason may be the pace of change, as time is 
required to put research findings into practice. Also, as the mountains of literature about 
organisational change testify, change can be problematic in such change-weary times. 
Stakeholders in CPL and learning providers may have considerable time and effort 
invested in delivery of CPD programs as they currently exist. The lack of integration 
across disciplines in research and practice may be an additional problem, in that 
innovative ideas for change are not always shared between disciplines. Issues related to 
the research problem needing further investigation, then, include the current way in 
which CPL is practised, and the conceptualisation of research investigating CPL, as 
described in Figure 1.  
2.4.2 Problematising practice in CPL 
From the research reviewed, questions about the current practice of CPL can be raised 
with respect to the context in which CPL occurs and the purpose of CPL.  
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2.4.2.1 Context for CPL
The first problematic issue identified in research related to CPL practice concerns 
tensions in the current workplace as a context for CPL. Is the environment generally one 
that fosters learning? For example, if critically reflective practices are seen as central to 
CPL, how much emphasis is there on reflection at work? Is time to think or discussion 
with colleagues valued? In today’s time pressured environments, there may be limited 
time for discussion at work and even less for reflection (Brockbank et al., 2002, p.29; 
Hargreaves, 1994, p.81). 
Secondly, do professional associations, through their regulation of professional practice, 
support or hinder CPL? Research has indicated that the workplace supports very 
specific aspects of CPL that are considered to be legitimate, valued areas of knowledge. 
Professional associations also significantly shape what professionals learn. This occurs 
partly through explicit regulation of professional standards, but also through implicit rules 
about what is important to know. These implied conventions are taken-for-granted and 
therefore not discussed or examined by most professionals (Horsfall et al., 2001; 
Matthews & Candy, 1999; Wenger, 1998).  
Does the explicit valuing of competency-based standards and evidence-based practice 
in professional registration and supervision create dilemmas for professionals? Madeline 
Abrandt Dahlgren, Barbara Richardson and Hildur Kalman (2004) note the apparent 
paradox of highlighting the need for practitioners to question practice in a climate of 
increasing control of practice (p.25). The focus on evidence, standards and outcomes in 
CPL means that reflective practices, collaborative learning, challenging assumptions and 
questioning practices may not be highlighted.  
What is the understanding of professionals about the impact of contextual issues on 
CPL? Which learning experiences do they value, or perceive as valued by the 
profession or organisation for which they work? How do they perceive the learning that 
takes place on a day-to-day basis within the workplace? Do they perceive it to be 
learning at all? What constitutes positive learning experiences for them, and what do 
they think it is important to learn? Do they reflect on practice and, if so, in what way? 
2.4.2.2 Purpose of CPL
The second problematic issue identified in research related to the practice of CPL is 
about the purpose of learning. What do professionals view as the reason for CPL? Is 
CPL seen as contributing to professional growth? What is the role of mandatory 
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professional development or the tying of CPL to professional standards? As mentioned 
in section 2.2, changes in requirements and expectations about practice may impose 
challenges for some professionals. Many education programs implemented at work are 
related to a performativity agenda. They are aimed at changing the practice of 
professionals to improve outcomes aligned to organisational goals. Is this considered 
learning by the professionals? Is there a tension between learning and performativity 
agendas?  
In today’s workplaces, CPL may pose particular challenges. Learning in conditions of 
complex change may exert pressure on individual professionals to make a significant 
shift in their understanding of practice (Barnett, 1999; Mullavey-O'Byrne & West, 2001). 
Do professionals question their practice or do they tend to operate out of habit within 
well established ways of framing practice problems? Dall’Alba and Sandberg (1996) 
argue that learning involves changes in the way that professional practice is experienced 
or understood. In later research into competence development (Sandberg & Dall'Alba, 
2006), they found that such a process usually involves refinements to the existing way of 
understanding practice at work. They called this competence reinforcement as opposed 
to competence renewal where a shift to a different way of understanding practice occurs.  
Learning that involves challenge to underlying assumptions in a way that changes 
understanding may be difficult (Argyris & Schön, 1978; Higgs, 1997). If assumptions are 
questioned through learning does this raise dilemmas for individual professionals, 
particularly if it raises the possibility of personal change? How do professionals deal with 
learning that involves a challenge to change? Is learning linked to changes in practice 
and if so, in what way? Do professionals have concerns related to change or uncertainty 
associated with CPL at work? In what way do they understand professional growth? 
Further investigation of professionals’ experience of CPL in the current work context is 
required.  
2.4.2.3 Relevance for research design 
From the foregoing research review, questions raised about the experience of CPL are 
presented in Table 1. These questions underpin the focus question: How do 
professionals experience continuing learning within the current working context? 
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Table 1: Questions raised from the literature about the experience 
of CPL 
The following questions about the experience of learning for the professionals in this 
study underpin the key research question and direct the design of this study: 
 Which experiences are described as learning by these professionals? 
 Which learning experiences do they value? 
 Which learning experiences do they perceive are valued by the profession, 
universities or organisation for which they work?  
 What do they think it is important to learn? 
 Do they perceive everyday experience at work as learning? 
 How do they recognise when they have learnt something?  
 Do they reflect on practice and if so in what way? 
 Are they interested in continuing learning? 
 In what way do they understand growth and development as a professional? 
 Do these professionals have concerns about CPL related to their working or 
professional context, and if so what are they? 
 How do they deal with learning that involves significant challenge to change?  
 Do they perceive learning as linked to change in practice, and if so, in what way? 
 What is it about an experience that makes it a CPL experience? 
To attempt to understand CPL through investigating these questions, this study 
investigated a range of different experiences. The questions in Table 1 formed the basis 
of in-depth interviews with professionals about their experiences of continuing to learn. 
The design of this study also included observation of professionals at work, alone as 
well as with clients and peers, and in informal networks and formal PD programs, to take 
into account research evidence about the situated nature of learning. The importance of 
foregrounding implicit workplace discourses was addressed through attending network 
meetings, workplace visits and examination of policy documents featuring expectations 
about learning, from employer organisations, professional associations and registration 
boards. Details of the research design and methods are found in chapter four. 
2.4.3 Problematising research about CPL 
Not only is there a need for research examining questions about the experience of CPL, 
but such research needs to explicitly challenge conceptions of professional learning and 
knowledge commonly used. As argued in framing this study (section 1.3) a dualist 
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ontology and objectivist epistemology underlie problems with much research into CPL 
being atomistic and developmental (see Figure 1).  
2.4.3.1 Challenging the usual conceptualisation of CPL 
Firstly, I address atomism. Despite interesting and useful research that in some cases 
seeks to address problematic issues I have mentioned, most researchers of CPL still 
talk of the professional as if she can be separated from her knowing and practice. Such 
research includes context as an optional extra; as if it were possible to learn apart from 
the professional milieu and traditions in which she is enmeshed. These research studies 
draw primarily on a constructivist perspective of learning that emphasises the cognition 
of the individual, albeit situated in a social context. From the holistic perspective I argue 
for, drawing on a social constructionist perspective of learning, these multiple facets are 
seen as inseparable and embedded in practice.  
In addition, I draw attention to the varying means of categorisation of knowledge (e.g. 
domains), learners (e.g. learning styles) and context (e.g. informal and formal education 
programs) that have been used in research as a way of dealing with the diversity and 
complexity of these inseparable aspects. Finally, by atomism I also refer to the lack of 
integration across disciplines and fields in research that is only recently being 
addressed. Despite the rhetoric about the importance of interdisciplinary research as 
mode two knowledge “production” there are still constraints militating against such 
research (Manathunga & Webster-Wright, 2003).  
As well as the atomistic approach to investigating CPL, most of this research 
perpetuates the focus on development of the professional with very little research 
critiquing this perspective. When considering CPL as development of professionals, 
issues such as tensions between performativity and learning agendas aren’t considered. 
Within a performativity agenda the learner’s perspective is of minor concern, limited to 
the choice they make between a number of admissible topics and methods of delivery. 
When CPL stresses keeping up to date, it betrays a concept of the mind as a container 
for knowledge. When talking about the need to undertake professional development, the 
concept of learning as active inquiry is missing. Imposition of learning in the guise of 
workplace training raises the question: How can professional growth and development 
be “aligned” with organisational imperatives?  
My point is not to denigrate research I have critiqued, as most contribute valuable 
insights to continuing learning. By arguing that assumptions have largely been taken-for-
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granted, I aim to disrupt the notion that professional knowledge is a commodity existing 
in the mind of an individual professional and that elements of learning can exist 
separately. I propose that studying the experience of CPL as lived addresses these two 
problems and enables us to look with fresh eyes at the experience of CPL. 
2.4.3.2 Relevance for research perspective
It is difficult to describe a complex phenomenon like CPL however, without falling into 
the usual atomistic approach. To illustrate my contention, two descriptions of learning 
from the literature are compared. The first is from Peter Jarvis’s (2005) in his book 
“Human Learning: An Holistic Approach”, the latest of his many respected texts on adult 
learning; the second from Wenger’s (1998) “Communities of Practice: Learning, 
Meaning, and Identity” where he details his social theory of learning mentioned earlier.  
Jarvis (2005) describes learning as an interrelationship between the learner and social 
structures in the following way: 
[Learning is] the combination of processes whereby the whole person – body 
(genetic, physical and biological) and mind (knowledge, skills, attitudes, 
values, emotions, beliefs and senses) – is in a social situation and constructs 
an experience which is then transformed cognitively, emotionally or 
practically (or through any combination) and integrated into the individual’s 
own biography. (p.117) 
Despite describing learning as complex and holistic, the language used makes it appear 
fragmented. As an integral aspect of lived experience, Wenger (1998) proposes learning 
to consist of four intertwined components: meaning (learning as experiencing); practice 
(learning as doing); community (learning as belonging); and identity (learning as 
becoming) (p.5). He describes learning in a way that rejects dualist ontology and 
objectivist epistemology; as the development of meaning (or understanding) through a 
negotiated process between the individual, her history and experiences, and her social 
and cultural community. He does not describe learning as the sum of these features, but 
essentially maintains that all experiences of learning can be viewed as ways of 
experiencing, doing, belonging or becoming.  
Wenger (1998) considers the experience of learning other than as a mere combination 
of different factors. He describes learning as part of everyday life at work, shaped by 
shared processes of socialisation and workplace discourse and practices, but with a 
unique quality based on individual ways of understanding experiences. He describes this 
dialectic well: 
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Our knowing, even of the unexceptional kind, is always too big, too rich, too 
ancient and too connected for us to be the source of it individually.… At the 
same time, our knowing, even of the most elevated kind is too engaged, too 
precise, too active and too experiential for it to be just of a generic size. 
(p.141) 
The research approach Wenger takes to learning is relevant for this study. As an 
example, I return to the participants’ descriptions of CPL that open this thesis, where a 
dialectic between the shared yet unique nature of learning experiences is exemplified. 
Nerida’s chewing gum incident appears at face value to be a very specific and 
individualised incident of CPL. However, in seeing the situation as one where she learnt 
something new about the client, Nerida was drawing on years of shared professional 
knowledge about communication, based on her own experiences and those of others. 
Sally’s learning through presenting research literature appears at face value to be more 
of a generalised academic professional learning. However, her initial interest in the 
particular technique and her dilemmas in applying it in practice were part of her very 
specific and personal involvement with her particular clients.  
Although Wenger’s research is not explicitly phenomenological, his concept of 
describing the essential features of a complex phenomenon rather than dividing the 
phenomenon into different elements is congruent with a phenomenological perspective. 
What is identified in much research as multiple facets of CPL (such as cognition, 
emotion, practice, context or identity) are seen, from a phenomenological perspective, 
as inseparable, embedded within lived experience, as explained in the following chapter. 
Chapter Three  
Looking From a Phenomenological Perspective 
In choosing and using a research perspective, conceptual congruence and clarity are 
vital. Thus the research purpose should be congruent with the research approach and 
methods chosen; the assumptions underpinning the research approach should be clear 
and consistent in their use throughout the research (Crotty, 1998; Higgs, 2001; Patton, 
2002). This chapter aims to demonstrate both conceptual congruence and clarity, in 
outlining the phenomenological perspective taken in this study.  
Phenomenology was introduced in Part A as a way of investigating the research 
problem identified, because of its focus on everyday lived experience of phenomena and 
its underlying philosophical assumptions. This research approach allows me to 
conceptualise the experience of professional learning as inextricably inter-related with its 
lived context. Chapter three clarifies how I understand and use phenomenology in this 
study (section 3.1), as an overall conceptual framework (section 3.2) as well as an 
empirical methodology (section 3.4). 
3.1 Wondering about Phenomenology  
Phenomenology suits the aim of this study more so than other interpretative approaches 
because the broad intent of phenomenology is to gain insight into the meaning of 
experiences; in this case the experiences of CPL for the professionals involved 
(Creswell, 1998). 
The question “What is phenomenology?” was asked by Merleau-Ponty (1945/2002, p.vii) 
at the beginning of his classic text “The Phenomenology of Perception”. Sixty years later 
it is still worth asking this question as the phenomenological project is widely recognised 
as being complex, multifaceted and still evolving. Phenomenological research can take 
many forms. As Heidegger (1975/1982), arguably the most influential phenomenological 
philosopher of the last century, comments, “There is no such thing as the one 
phenomenology” (p.328). 
There is debate, therefore, as to what constitutes “true” phenomenological research in 
the social sciences (Caelli, 2001; Crotty, 1998; Giorgi, 2000a, 2000d; Paley, 1997). 
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Partly this is because phenomenology is a philosophy as well as a methodological 
approach to studying experience. It is essential therefore to clarify the phenomenological 
philosophy on which any phenomenological research draws, especially in 
interdisciplinary research. 
Underpinning phenomenology’s place as a philosophy and a methodology, it is first and 
foremost a way of thinking or approaching the world, whose primary task is “to reveal the 
mystery of the world” (Merleau-Ponty, 1945/2002, p.xxiv). Therefore as Barnacle (2001) 
asserts: “Phenomenology begins with wonder” (p.3). Both statements refer to the intent 
of phenomenology to uncover the taken-for-granted nature of everyday experience and 
look with fresh eyes at the world. I clarify how I have “wondered” about CPL through a 
phenomenological perspective as a conceptual framework (section 3.2) and as an 
empirical methodological approach (section 3.3). 
3.2 Phenomenology as a Conceptual Framework 
There is a confusing multiplicity of ways in which phenomenology is drawn upon in 
research. Terms used in phenomenology, such as “being”, “life-world” and “everyday 
lived experience”, are pervasive in the literature of social sciences; often used without 
specification of their meaning. Moreover, in clarifying my research design, I found 
potential contradictions in the philosophical basis of methodologies I chose and in some 
research literature I drew upon. For example, Giorgi’s empirical methodology has its 
philosophical origins in Edmund Husserl’s work, whereas the other methodology I drew 
from, that of Max van Manen’s, was based on Heidegger. Phenomenological 
researchers whose work I draw upon later in the thesis have extrapolated from Merleau-
Ponty’s focus on the embodied nature of experience, Hans-Georg Gadamer’s focus on 
the dialogic nature of understanding, and Alfred Schutz’s focus on the inter-subjective 
construction of meaning. The brief outline of phenomenological philosophy presented 
below is intended to contextualise the way that I use key phenomenological concepts 
throughout this study. 
3.2.1 Phenomenological philosophy 
Phenomenology as a contemporary movement evolved a century ago from the work of 
Husserl. A crucial ontological tenet of Husserl’s work is the rejection of the Cartesian 
duality of subject and object, through his concept of the “life-world”. In the life-world, 
subject and object are inextricably linked through the subject’s lived experience of the 
world (Sandberg, 2001a, p.37). This is the basis of the social constructionist perspective 
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of learning mentioned in section 2.3.1. Berger and Luckmann (1966/1981) acknowledge 
the foundations of their work in the phenomenology of Schutz who extended Husserl’s 
notion of the life-world.  
The basic tenet of Schutz’s social phenomenology is that what appears to be an 
objective reality is intersubjectively constructed and interpreted as subjectively 
meaningful: “Everyday life presents itself as a reality interpreted by men (sic) and 
subjectively meaningful to them as a coherent world” (Berger & Luckmann, 1966/1981, 
p.33). This everyday life is shared with others although everyone sees it from a slightly 
different perspective. In everyday life, there is a continual dialectic between perceived 
(subjective) reality and intersubjectively shared (objective) reality. Reality is constructed 
through shared social activity, externalised as objective (existing outside ourselves), and 
internalised as our own subjective reality (Berger & Luckmann, p.149). These activities 
occur simultaneously, so that any analysis of experience that considers one aspect only 
is inadequate.  
As a philosophy, phenomenology rejects the ontological extremes of both subjectivism 
and objectivism (Merleau-Ponty, 1945/2002, p.xxii). Although phenomenology examines 
phenomena as they are experienced, it is not pure subjectivism. The person 
experiencing a situation is never isolated from the world, but always enmeshed in it. 
Similarly phenomenology rejects the notion that the world consists of a fixed objective 
reality, maintaining that a situation can only be understood with reference to the different 
meanings that are created through people’s experiences. Thus in phenomenology, 
“subjectivity must be understood as inextricably involved in the process of constituting 
objectivity” (Moran, 2000, p.15).  
In fact phenomenology questions the whole notion of division of the world into 
dichotomies (e.g. subject/object, body/mind, cognition/emotion) that pervades much 
research. Phenomenology maintains that the world of experience is given as a whole 
rather than perceived as artificially divided (Merleau-Ponty, 1945/2002, p.xix). From a 
phenomenological perspective therefore, the experience of CPL cannot be meaningfully 
studied in an atomistic way. 
A crucial figure in discussing the phenomenological analysis of experience is Heidegger. 
He queries the detached stance on knowledge suggested by Husserl. Heidegger 
maintains that phenomenological understanding of the world should involve an 
ontological investigation rather than only an epistemological one; stemming from 
analysis of being rather than of knowing. That is, before one can ask what it is to know, 
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the matter of who asks the question needs to be investigated. Heidegger (1927/1962) 
presents a radical version of ontology in his magnum opus “Being and Time,” 
maintaining that the question of the “meaning of being,” especially what it is to be 
human, is the primary task of phenomenology and ontology (p.31). Heidegger makes a 
distinction between an “ontic” analysis of being that describes various elements of being, 
and an “ontological” analysis that describes ways of being or the essential experience of 
being (Dreyfus & Wrathall, 2002, p.xiii). This distinction is also pertinent to my critique of 
atomistic research with its focus on separate elements. 
Heidegger describes “being-in-the-world” in the sense of not just being located in the 
world, but being always inextricably immersed and involved with it. His 
phenomenological analysis is attentive to the historic and temporal features of being and 
has had considerable impact on social theories in the later twentieth century, including 
postmodern and deconstructionist theories (Dreyfus, 1991, p.9). Under Heidegger, 
hermeneutics and phenomenology are brought together to understand the nature of 
humans as our way of being. Hermeneutics is the study of interpretation; originally of 
texts, but later becoming the study of understanding or interpretation of meaning in a 
broader sense (Bruns, 1992). Heidegger transformed phenomenology, incorporating 
hermeneutics and changing the focus from the descriptive, epistemological project of 
Husserl to an interpretative, ontological one.  
Gadamer also identifies an essential connection between phenomenology and 
hermeneutics, seeing understanding experience as a concern of both projects (Moran, 
2000, p.248). In analysing how science attempts to understand human experience, in 
“Truth and Method,” Gadamer (1965/1979) asks “How is understanding possible?” 
(p.xviii). His hermeneutic focus emphasises understanding as basic to any consideration 
of human experience, as understanding “pervades all human relations to the world” 
(p.xi). The concept of “understanding” has a central place in my thesis, as afforded in the 
title; as not only is this study an attempt to understand more about professionals’ 
experiences of learning, but understanding also emerges in the findings as central to 
that learning. 
Finally, in common with the fore-going philosophers, Merleau-Ponty’s work also places 
emphasis on the unity inherent in all experience, although with a different focus. His 
particular contribution to phenomenology is to highlight the embodied nature of being 
human, stating, “The world is not what I think but what I live through” (1945/2002, 
p.xviii). Thus we perceive the world and our participation in it as a whole. He described a 
“chiasmic intertwining” between humans and the world through the reality of lived bodily 
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experience (Merleau-Ponty, 1968, p.249). It is through our bodies, argues Merleau-
Ponty, that we experience the world yet the body is taken-for-granted in habitual 
activities (Moran & Mooney, 2002, p.423). In other words having a body is necessary for 
acting in the world, at the same time as subjectively experiencing or having any 
understanding of that world. Merleau-Ponty maintains that all higher levels of existence 
such as imagination, knowing, emotions or learning are built upon the perceptual 
experience of embodied being in the world.  
3.2.2 Phenomenological Concepts 
The phenomenological perspective used in framing this study involves specific concepts 
mentioned in the fore-going overview of phenomenological philosophy. The assumptions 
underlying these concepts need further elucidation. Whilst none of the concepts has a 
specific focus on the experience of learning, they all have a bearing on this study. These 
concepts are: life-world, being-in-the-world, embodied knowing, construction of meaning, 
and understanding. 
3.2.2.1 Life-world
Husserl referred to the “life-world” and all phenomenologists draw on this notion in some 
way. The idea of phenomenology as referring to the study of lived experience stems 
from the widely accepted yet poorly defined notion of life-world (Barnacle, 2004). 
Although the life-world refers to everyday experience, it refers to more than what is 
present in the world as we consciously survey our surroundings. In what Husserl termed 
the “horizon” of experience are “real” or concrete objects and “ideal” or abstract objects 
such as ideas (Giorgi, 2005; Toombs, 1992). Even absences and possibilities are 
present in our experience. Thus the everyday life-world includes ideas, dreams, 
fantasies, reflection, concrete action or scientific analysis.  
The life-world is a shared world that is structured in both spatial and temporal ways. In 
this shared world we develop meanings with others through communication. 
Communication thus presupposes commonalities in our shared experiences. “The 
everyday life-world is therefore fundamentally intersubjective; it is a social world” state 
Schutz and Luckmann (1973, p.16). They explain that understanding is fundamental with 
respect to our relationship with other people. Spatially, the life-world can be 
conceptualised as zones, with the zone of immediacy being the one that people can act 
in which is different from, but overlaps and interacts with other people’s zones of 
immediacy. The life-world has temporal aspects, some of which are shared and 
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intersubjectively available like dates or seasons, and others which are experienced 
internally and vary with experience (Berger & Luckmann, 1966/1981, p.40). 
Referring back to a vignette in the Prologue as an example, as Gina enters her room to 
greet a client in the morning, her life-world includes more than what happens in the 
room. She may notice the absence of some equipment she was about to use and 
conjecture a possible reason for that absence. She may be annoyed that it is difficult to 
order new equipment in this organisation. She may rue her late arrival due to family 
reasons so that she now has no time to change plans for the session. She would 
remember what she had meant to do with the client and think of other ways of 
proceeding, including asking her colleague for suggestions. This means that social 
interaction, time and place are part of her horizon of experience. Her perception of the 
temporal and spatial structures of her life-world is affected by what she is doing and the 
meaning that experience holds for her. Thus, when driving to work whilst worrying about 
being late, time and distance take on a different perspective than they do when driving 
on a holiday.  
There is a dynamic interaction between a person and the world as experienced. “The 
life-world is thus a reality which we modify through our acts and which, on the other 
hand, modifies our actions “(Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, p.6). Through her actions, the 
professional both alters her life-world and is altered by it. Although the horizons of 
experience offer many possibilities, because of the taken-for-granted nature of many 
aspects of everyday life, only a certain number of possible actions make sense for that 
professional in a particular context. Heidegger refers to these possibilities in his analysis 
of being-in-the-world described below. 
3.2.2.2 Being-in-the-world
Most of Heidegger’s work has at its core the analysis of being, in particular what it 
means to be human (or “Dasein”). As a term, Dasein refers to neither a single human or 
to generic mankind but to the essence of “being human”; the “expression of its Being” 
(Heidegger 1927/1962, p.33). Heidegger maintains that the primary fact of being human 
is existence, which he describes in terms of “possible ways for it to be” rather than 
separate characteristics (p.67). Heidegger constantly reinforces the holistic nature of 
being human as a “unitary phenomenon” expressed by him as “Being-in-the-world” 
(p.78). 
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As explained, Dasein is inextricably immersed within this shared world, always involved 
in specific circumstances. It is only because human beings are actively absorbed, that 
the world and its activities have significance and meaning for them (Inwood, 2000, p.59). 
Through absorption in activities and interaction with others, human beings are constantly 
making sense of the world, everyday activities and themselves. As Heidegger 
(1975/1982) explains, “We understand ourselves and our existence by way of the 
activities we pursue and the things we take care of” (p.159). Through this familiarity with 
the world, enabling Dasein to make sense of the world whilst acting within it, Dasein has 
an inherent “understanding of being” (Heidegger, 1927/1962, p.119). Without this 
understanding, people would not be able to function in everyday life.  
Thus Heidegger describes human beings as self-interpreting in that what people do 
makes sense to them in particular social situations. He uses a term “for-the-sake-of-
which” to describe the general direction that people take in their activities as part of a 
particular way of being into which they have been socialised (Heidegger, 1927/1962, 
p.119). He is not describing a goal of any particular activity but rather the way that social 
roles, such as being a parent or consumer, have assumed norms that shape activities, 
determining what is seen as possible in given situations (Dreyfus, 1991, p.95). In this 
study, participants are asked to describe a situation where they learnt “as a 
professional”. It is because of their immersion in the professional life-world that such 
learning experiences hold meaning for them. Thus their descriptions of learning are from 
the perspective of “being a professional”. 
Another aspect of Heidegger’s holistic analysis of being, pertinent to framing this study, 
is his critique of the concept of knowledge as separate from the knower. In a cogent and 
evocative description, Heidegger (1927/1962) states: “The perceiving of what is known 
is not a process of returning with one’s booty to the ‘cabinet’ of consciousness after one 
has gone out and grasped it” (p.89). His description parallels the way that learning is 
traditionally conceptualised; as a person venturing outside themselves into a separate 
world (maybe a PD activity) and “grasping” a commodity called “knowledge” that is put 
into the mind. His critique of a dualist ontology and objectivist epistemology predates 
those referred to in chapter two.  
Although Heidegger does not foreground the body in his analysis, he certainly implies its 
existence. Dasein, as a being-in-the-world, expresses an embodied connection through 
its absorbed actions in the world. It was Merleau-Ponty however who highlighted that 
human beings are “primarily an active living body” as they act in and experience the 
world (Moran & Mooney, 2002, p.423). 
Chapter 3: Looking from a Phenomenological Perspective 
 59
3.2.2.3 Embodied knowing
For Merleau-Ponty, the body is an object as well as a subject. In other words we have a 
body that exists in the world, but it is also the source of our intersubjective knowing of 
the world. This body is the means of perceiving, experiencing, knowing and acting in the 
world, yet it is usually taken-for-granted. Thus a professional does not think of her 
fingers moving as she types, but is absorbed in the content and meaning of that typing. 
Through discomfort from long periods of typing, however, the body may present itself for 
attention.  
Through their body people extend into the world, interacting with and understanding it, 
not as something separate but as part of the world. Dall’Alba and Barnacle (2005) raise 
this idea of extension in Merleau-Ponty’s work in their notion of “embodied knowing”; 
explaining how, through the body, people experience and know the world, beyond the 
boundaries of the physical body. Merleau-Ponty drew from Jean-Paul Sartre, who 
referred to this notion of extension, describing his body “at the end of the telescope 
which shows me the stars” (Moran, 2000, p.423). A number of professionals in this study 
speak about using tools in learning such as the internet. It is through their embodied 
interaction with the computer that they extend into the world of other people and ideas. 
Their learning is embodied. 
Embodied knowing refers to a holistic perception of experience. As Dall’Alba and 
Barnacle (2005) note, “There is an inextricable adhesion and overlapping in Merleau-
Ponty’s ontology between the perceiver and that which is perceived” (p.724). Thus a 
therapist making a splint for a client, for example, does not focus on the feeling of heat in 
the splint, but feels it as just malleable enough to mould now for a particular purpose. 
Even communication with the client whilst fitting the splint is embodied, as speech 
“accomplishes” thought (Merleau-Ponty, 1945/2002, p.207). That is, the body is the 
nexus of the professional’s relationship with the world. 
Within his analysis of our embodied relationship with the world, Merleau-Ponty questions 
the privileged position of rationality in ways of knowing the world. He argues that even 
theoretical or abstract ideas arise out of a less articulated form of experience, that of 
perception. Mark Johnson (1987) draws on Merleau-Ponty’s ideas to describe a concept 
of the “embodied mind” as not just located in the body but formed by bodily perceptions. 
He describes through empirical research how all concepts, metaphors and images 
develop from and are dependent upon embodied experience in the world (Lakoff & 
Johnson, 1999, p.19). Thus “our embodiment is essential to who we are, to what 
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meaning is, and to our ability to draw rational inferences” (Johnson, 1987, p.xxxviii). 
Arguing that perception is the foundation of rationality but does not “destroy” rationality, 
Merleau-Ponty (1964b) states that such a perspective “only tries to bring [rationality] 
down to earth” (p.13).  
Through the phenomenological framework in this study, learning is therefore not 
conceptualised as confined to the mind, but includes the whole professional as an 
embodied being. This embodied being is always involved within a shared and 
meaningful world. Thus meaning is constructed by and embodied in a professional’s 
activities in interaction with others.  
3.2.2.4 Construction of meaning 
As noted above, lives revolve around meaning. Merleau-Ponty (1945/2002) maintains 
that “because we are in the world, we are condemned to meaning” (p.xxii). In other 
words people constantly make sense of and construct meaning through their 
intersubjective experiences. Everything people do is meaningful to them. Merleau-Ponty 
states: “There is not a human word, not a gesture, even one which is the outcome of 
habit or absent-mindedness, which has not some meaning” (p.xx). 
One of the chief aims of phenomenology is to investigate how people understand and 
make meaning of their lived experience (Creswell, 1998). As previously discussed, 
phenomenology views meaning as intersubjectively constituted within the shared and 
inherently meaningful life-world. Meaning is attributed to objects (from concrete matter to 
abstract words) through a shared cultural history as well as from the individual’s unique 
experiences. Thus meaning is constructed in the dialectic between the world and the 
person, and does not reside within an individual, a culture or a particular object. 
Although not referring to phenomenology, Wenger (1998) drew similar conclusions 
about the social experience of learning as both unique and shared as indicated in 
section 2.4.3.2. 
Meaning accrues through lived experience, therefore. As I have stressed, experience is 
perceived as a whole. That is, people see meaning in communicating with someone, not 
facial or bodily movement; they hear meaning, not noise. As Merleau-Ponty (1968) 
describes so eloquently: “The meaning is not on the phrase like the butter on the bread, 
like a second layer of ‘psychic reality’ spread over the sound: it is the totality of what is 
said” (p.155). 
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As the same experience can be interpreted in many ways, meanings are always 
polyvalent. Yet meanings are constituted within certain horizons of possibility. When a 
professional enters a room, the horizons of her experience consist of all the possible 
ways that she may experience what happens within it. But, as mentioned earlier, only 
certain possibilities present themselves as meaningful and able to be done in given 
circumstances. Depending on her involvement with a situation, previous understanding 
of it and its significance for her, she may do certain things as a professional. Thus the 
meaning she makes of the situation is open to many possibilities yet constrained. 
Meaning is structured in certain ways.  
Many authors have used this idea of “structures of meaning” which directs what people 
are likely to do in certain circumstances (e.g. Bullington, 1999; Dall'Alba & Sandberg, 
1996; Toombs, 1992). These structures become sedimented as habitual ways of 
thinking and acting. In fact Pierre Bourdieu (1990) extends this notion into his expression 
of “habitus” as socially acquired embodied dispositions. Merleau-Ponty describes such 
“structures” that determine behaviour as dimensions of reality, “neither thing nor idea” 
that enable understanding or sense-making of experience (Giorgi, 2000b, p.64). 
In Gadamer’s (1965/1979) analysis of how meaning is shared, or understanding is 
possible between people, he talks of a “fusion of horizons” (p.273). When we understand 
another person, even if we disagree with that view, it is because we can see “the 
standpoint and horizon of the other” (p.270). Gadamer stresses the dialogic and 
hermeneutic nature of understanding, so that understanding is not fixed but fluid. As 
mentioned, the notion of understanding is integral not only to this study but to any 
phenomenological project. I describe below the way I have interpreted understanding, 
drawing on hermeneutics in general and Heidegger in particular. 
3.2.2.5 Understanding
Drawing on Heidegger, Alvesson and Kaj Sköldberg (2000) describe understanding as 
“a basic way of existing for every human being, since we must continually keep 
orientating ourselves in our situation simply in order to stay alive” (p.56). This 
understanding is part of the taken-for-granted aspects of everyday life, so that it is rarely 
made explicit, articulated or analysed. It is integral to being able to proceed with 
everyday life in particular social roles. An everyday understanding is implied so that 
people know how to do certain things, such as understanding the appropriate way for a 
professional to greet a client.  
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From this perspective, understanding is not purely a cognitive function, but is 
fundamental to being human and involved in the world. Understanding “is a basic form of 
human existence in terms of something we do and at the same time are” (Sandberg, 
2001b, p.18). Understanding is more primordial than any distinction between cognition 
and action, allowing the possibility of both (Dreyfus, 1991, p.185). All other ways of 
approaching the world, such as knowing, interpreting or explaining, presuppose 
understanding (Inwood, 2000, p.44).  
Heidegger describes how understanding, as embodied, is revealed in action. For 
example, the therapist making the splint for a client reveals a certain understanding 
about what a splint is for, why she would want to use it and how it is made. This doesn’t 
mean she knows everything about using splints. Her understanding of using the splint is 
part of her current understanding of being a professional therapist.  
Understanding does not remain static. As described, people affect the life-world through 
activities within it and are affected by this shared world. Understanding changes through 
this dialectic as people continually reorientate to changing circumstances. Yet through 
doing so in certain social-cultural settings, habitual structures develop that shape and 
constrain people’s understanding of the world. People bring these structures as their 
preunderstanding to each situation. Heidegger talks of the preunderstanding everyone 
has in all activities, referring to the hermeneutic circle.  
The concept of the hermeneutic circle originally referred to understanding texts but also 
describes understanding experience (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2000, p.53; Schwandt, 
2000, p.193). In reading a text, there is continuous dialectic interplay between our prior 
understanding and changing understanding, as well as between parts and whole in 
understanding the meaning of the text. Richard Palmer’s (1969) description of the 
hermeneutic circle clarifies this dialectic:  
Understanding is a basically referential operation; we understand something 
by comparing it to something we already know.… An individual concept 
derives its meaning from a context or horizon within which it stands; yet the 
horizon is made up of the very elements to which it gives meaning. By 
dialectical interaction between the whole and the part, each gives the other 
meaning; understanding is circular, then. Because within this “circle” the 
meaning comes to stand, we call this the “hermeneutic circle”. (p.87) 
Palmer discusses the inherent contradiction in this statement, that is, how we can 
understand parts that make up the whole as well as understanding the whole? It 
becomes apparent that “logic cannot fully account for the workings of understanding” 
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and that understanding is comparative and partly intuitive (Palmer, 1969, p.87). There is 
also the paradox of the relationship of prior or “preunderstanding” to understanding. “To 
understand presupposes preunderstanding, but at the same time preunderstanding is an 
obstacle to understanding” (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2000, p.84). Yet Heidegger refers to 
the circle of understanding as not a “vicious” circle, but a basic feature of being human 
(Hoy, 1978, p.3). All phenomenology for Heidegger is interpretative and hermeneutic. In 
any analysis of human experience, he says, we must “endeavour to leap into the ‘circle’” 
in the right way (Heidegger, 1927/1962, p.363).  
Thus as a phenomenological researcher I need to be aware of my preunderstanding of 
CPL and attempt to bring aspects to conscious awareness as the research is 
undertaken. I deal with this issue of accounting for myself in chapter four. This 
consideration of preunderstanding is also pertinent to the participants of the study. Of 
primary importance for the study is that the participants are all professionals. Regardless 
of how a professional may be theoretically defined, they all describe themselves as 
being a professional physiotherapist, occupational therapist or speech pathologist. Thus 
from the phenomenological perspective used to frame this study, they embody a certain 
understanding of being a professional. They are in the life-world of professional practice; 
not only situated in it but inseparable from it. In addition, the professional life-world is a 
shared world that is intersubjectively meaningful. When I ask participants of the study 
through the interviews to describe situations where they have learnt as a professional, it 
is from this understanding of “being a professional” that they answer. 
3.2.3 Philosophical assumptions of this study 
All research involves philosophical assumptions. As the researcher operates from a 
particular socially constructed perspective, taken-for-granted assumptions will always be 
present. By foregrounding the philosophical basis of this study, the assumptions 
underpinning the framing and undertaking of the study are made explicit. 
The phenomenological perspective used in this study is essentially a way of looking at 
the research problem. This perspective draws on ontological and epistemological 
assumptions underlying different expressions of phenomenology. These assumptions, 
about the holistic nature of experience, our embodied being-in-the-world, the 
intersubjective construction of meaning, and the hermeneutic nature of understanding, 
form the conceptual framework of this study. Thus CPL is conceptualised as involving 
the whole professional inextricably intertwined in the world through embodied 
experience with others as she learns.  
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Furthermore, in phenomenological research, experience is conceptualised as open to 
multiple interpretations. From a phenomenological perspective, there are many ways of 
interpreting the findings of research. Interpretations are contingent not only on the 
research design and finished text, but also on the socially constructed 
preunderstandings of the researcher and the academic or professional audience.  
3.3 Phenomenology as a Methodological Approach 
Whilst it is important for all researchers to be aware of their assumptions, in 
phenomenological research this need is made explicit. Although a critically questioning 
and reflexive approach is also highlighted in other interpretative research (Alvesson & 
Sköldberg, 2000; Patton, 2002), there are specific processes to be undertaken when 
considering phenomenology as a methodological approach.  
3.3.1 Principles of phenomenological research  
Whether the phenomenological project is one of philosophical reflection on experience 
(as Heidegger does) or involves the gathering of other people’s descriptions of 
experience (as in empirical phenomenology), the following two principles are crucial for 
the enterprise to be considered phenomenological. They are adopting a 
“phenomenological attitude” and seeking a “phenomenological essence”. 
3.3.1.1 Phenomenological attitude
Integral to a phenomenological approach to research is the taking up of the 
“phenomenological attitude,” also referred to as a process of reduction or bracketing 
(Creswell, 1998; Moustakas, 1994). Fundamentally, assuming the phenomenological 
attitude is a way of being open to phenomena as they present. This concept of 
phenomenological bracketing is perhaps the most misunderstood and debated 
phenomenological precept. Nevertheless taking up a phenomenological attitude is 
claimed by phenomenologists, philosophers and empirical researchers alike, to be the 
basis of phenomenology. Without it the process of reflection or research cannot be 
considered to be phenomenological (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003a; Merleau-Ponty, 1945/2002; 
van Manen, 2001).  
The phenomenological attitude may best be described by contrasting it with our 
everyday “natural attitude”. Schutz describes the privileged position of our everyday life 
as our “fundamental and paramount reality” (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, p.3). Within the 
everyday “natural attitude” the world is “taken for granted and self-evidently ‘real’” (p.4). 
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That is, within everyday lived experience we do not question many features of our world. 
Thus, as Heidegger describes it, we may not notice the glasses on our nose although 
we see the world through them. Nor may we notice features of our general surroundings 
or social context except if they suddenly alter.  
The phenomenological attitude is often mistakenly considered to be a transcendental 
withdrawal from the world, with a suspension of our connection and knowledge of it. Yet 
this is impossible from a phenomenological perspective, as we are, and always will be, 
in the world. It is because of this consistent being-in-the-world, that the everyday world 
and phenomena within it are so taken-for-granted by us. Merleau-Ponty (1945/2002) 
maintains that in order to see the world phenomenologically we need to “break with our 
familiar acceptance of it”; not to withdraw from it, but to step back temporarily and watch 
“filled with wonder” at its mysteries and paradoxes (p.xv). He maintains that this “radical 
reflection amounts to a consciousness of its own dependence on an unreflective life 
which is its initial situation” (p.xvi). That is, we need to be aware of the natural attitude to 
step back from it.  
Yet how to do this in empirical phenomenology is neither easily described nor practised. 
As I have maintained, it is more about taking an attitude or an approach to doing 
research than a specific analytic tool. One thing is clear, reduction is always only partial 
(Merleau-Ponty, 1945/2002, p. xv).  What is important as part of any phenomenological 
method is evidence of a legitimate attempt to step aside from the usual natural attitude 
to be open to the phenomenon as presented. I discuss practical issues about taking up 
the phenomenological attitude in this study in section 3.3.2 and in chapter four. 
3.3.1.2 Phenomenological essence
The “essence” of a phenomenon, the identification of which is the key outcome of any 
phenomenological enquiry, is another misunderstood concept. In phenomenology, the 
term is not used in the Platonian sense of being the core singular meaning, nor is 
elucidating it a reductive process such as in many qualitative thematic analyses. It is 
best described as the essential meaning of the experience (Giorgi, 1997). In this study, 
for example, the essence of CPL is a description of what is essential for an experience 
to be considered a professional learning experience. What is important to note is that 
this essence is a network of relationships that can be expressed in terms of a complex 
structure of constituents and sub-constituents. For this reason, Giorgi uses the term 
phenomenological “structure” rather than “essence” (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003b).  
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Free imaginative variation is the method used for elucidating the essence in 
phenomenological philosophy (Moustakas, 1994; Sokolowski, 2000). Every experience 
exists within a horizon of possibilities. The phenomenologist reflects on possible ways 
that features of a phenomenon may be varied. Whilst varying different features he notes 
if the phenomenon remains intact. In other words if a certain feature is changed and the 
phenomenon collapses, it must be an essential feature; whereas if another feature is 
removed and the phenomenon holds, it means that feature is not an essential 
constituent. For example, colour is not an essential constituent of a chair, whereas the 
ability to support a sitting body is essential. 
In the empirical approach used in this study, following Giorgi (1997, 2005), the essential 
structure of a phenomenon is developed in a manner similar to phenomenological 
philosophy; but the variation is derived from diverse empirical descriptions from people 
experiencing that phenomenon (in this case, CPL). The structure reflects, in its written 
description, the richness and variance of the phenomenon as lived by those participants. 
It is a way of understanding the meaning of a phenomenon, but makes no claims to be a 
complete description of reality, as no descriptions can ever capture the life-world as 
experienced.  
3.3.2 Empirical Phenomenology  
Empirical phenomenology draws on the philosophy of phenomenology while using 
empirically based research methods. The method used in such studies varies, but the 
researchers seek to understand experiences as lived. Accordingly, the aim of any 
empirical phenomenological study is exploration of the meaning of a phenomenon, 
through the complexity of lived experience of the phenomenon (Creswell, 1998; 
Moustakas, 1994; Patton, 2002).  
Husserl conceived of phenomenological philosophy as a “rigorous science” that attempts 
to describe the life-world as closely as possible to its experience (Merleau-Ponty, 
1945/2002, p.ix). As I undertook this phenomenological study, the search for scientific 
rigour and the evocation of people’s experiences appeared to be somewhat paradoxical 
goals. When examining empirical phenomenological approaches, I found that different 
aspects of method are fore-grounded in the work of different researchers. Some 
emphasise systematic, analytical rigour; others the sensitive, evocation of experience.  
Empirical phenomenological approaches share an attempt to take a middle path 
between empirical objectivism and subjective reflection. That is, they reject a positivist 
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focus on objective analysis and a world with fixed truths waiting to be discovered. They 
also reject purely subjective, reflective conjecture. Therefore, all analysis is grounded in 
lived experience of a phenomenon, but involves stepping back from the taken-for-
granted nature of that experience by adopting the phenomenological attitude. A text is 
produced that in some way conveys the essence of the phenomenon studied. 
Sometimes this text is analytical and precise in language (e.g. Giorgi, 1999; Kleiman, 
2004a; Koivisto, Janhonen, & Vaisanen, 2002; Parse, 2003); other times it captures an 
experience with verisimilitude, conveying a vivid sense of “being there” to the reader 
(e.g. Bullington, 1999; Sells, Topor, & Davidson, 2004; Toombs, 1992; van Manen, 
2002). 
In referring to Husserl’s somewhat paradoxical aims, Merleau-Ponty (1945/2002) claims 
that phenomenology can only be understood through undertaking it. Merleau-Ponty adds 
that practising phenomenology is less a matter of rational weighing up of different 
phenomenological ideas than “determining and expressing in concrete form this 
phenomenology for ourselves” (p.viii). Accordingly, in my approach to this study and its 
implementation, I have traversed my own path, drawing closely but not exclusively on 
the work of two currently active and internationally respected phenomenologists, Giorgi 
and van Manen. To explain how and why, I compare features of their work pertinent to 
the needs of this study.  
Giorgi (1985, 1994, 2005), a psychologist, originally came from a quantitative research 
background but was dissatisfied with its limitations. After studying philosophy he 
investigated a way of applying phenomenological philosophy in a scientific way to 
psychological research. He was searching for a rigorous way to analyse and describe 
human experience that maintained the complexity of that experience. He refers to the 
empirical methodology that he began to develop in the 1970s as scientific 
phenomenology. It is grounded in the phenomenological philosophy of Husserl and 
influenced by Merleau-Ponty.  
Van Manen (1991, 1997b, 2002), originally a teacher, turned to phenomenology in the 
1980s when searching for a pedagogical approach that was grounded in everyday 
teaching experiences. His phenomenology of practice is a highly reflective inquiry into 
professional practice that is grounded in, sensitive of, and aims to provide insights into 
the richness of lived professional experiences and their meaning. He places particular 
emphasis on the evocation of these experiences through close attention to the redolent 
qualities of the textual outcome. He draws from the hermeneutic phenomenology of 
Heidegger and from Merleau-Ponty. 
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Thus although both Giorgi’s and van Manen’s approaches are grounded in different 
philosophies, they have a similar intent; to enquire into lived experience. They differ in 
emphasis with the focus of the former on rigorous precision and the later on evocative 
imagery. Giorgi claims to use a descriptive phenomenological approach, whereas van 
Manen describes his as hermeneutic or interpretative. Beyond any similarities, they are 
very different in method and outcome. Particular differences are to be found in the 
processes used to access lived experience, and the analysis and presentation of these 
experiences. Below, I describe the features of each approach that I have drawn upon in 
my methodology, with a full description of that methodology given in chapter four. 
3.3.2.1 Phenomenology as a scientific method
Perhaps the most widely used phenomenological empirical research methodology is that 
of Giorgi and colleagues (Creswell, 1998; Moustakas, 1994). Giorgi (1985, 1990, 1997, 
2000d) describes his work as modifying Husserl’s philosophical phenomenological 
method by seeking concrete and contextual descriptions of phenomena from empirical 
subjects. The strength of Giorgi’s method for this study is his focus on a systematic 
method of seeking and analysing people’s experiences. His approach has a strong 
emphasis on rigour whilst remaining faithful to participants’ descriptions of experiences 
in their full complexity (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003a, 2003b). His approach is widely used 
amongst health professionals for this reason (e.g. Ivarsson, Söderback, & Ternestedt, 
2002; Kleiman, 2004b; Parse, 2003). However, his approach has been criticised as 
being removed from its philosophical origins and for relying too much on analysis of 
textual data rather than other means of investigating experiences (Crotty, 1998; Paley, 
1997). He defends his method as being more likely to develop new insights than more 
interpretative approaches for reasons described below (Giorgi, 2000a, 2000d). 
Giorgi (1990, 1997) articulates his descriptive phenomenology as aligned with Husserl in 
that he limits himself to describing experience within the constraints of presentational 
evidence. For Giorgi the evidence is usually presented in the form of interview 
transcripts. He places high value on remaining faithful to the data as given, and 
describes methods of doing so involving rigorous criteria of bracketing existing 
knowledge and withholding knowledge claims. In interpretative (hermeneutic) empirical 
phenomenology, he argues, the researcher goes beyond the data so that theories, 
reflections or other research are drawn upon (Giorgi, 2000c). Giorgi 5(2003) 
acknowledges the possible usefulness of interpreting findings, but notes the importance 
 
5 I refer to a week long workshop given by Giorgi that I attended for some details not yet available 
in print. His book on methodology is currently in preparation. 
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of being explicit about doing so, separating such interpretations from the descriptive 
analysis. 
I have based my methodology on Giorgi’s approach for four reasons. Firstly, it is a well 
established and widely accepted method within qualitative health research. Secondly, he 
places emphasis on rigour in ways that are well argued and clearly demonstrable 
making this approach ideal for the purposes of doing interdisciplinary research. Thirdly, 
his systematic approach to obtaining data and to its analysis makes it a good entry point 
method as a researcher new to phenomenology. Fourthly he attempts to combine rigour 
with fidelity to the participants’ experiences as far as possible. When gaining 
descriptions from participants he focuses on obtaining rich descriptions of concrete 
situations where the phenomenon was experienced rather than espoused theories 
(Giorgi, 1989). 
Despite using Giorgi’s approach I did have dilemmas accounting for myself, as a health 
professional and “insider” to the research. Although the participants’ experiences of CPL 
were diverse, many descriptions resonated with similar experiences of mine at some 
stage in my career. I therefore had to be particularly vigilant and critical of my 
preunderstanding. To some extent, Giorgi’s rigorous approach was useful in supporting 
my adoption of the phenomenological attitude, but I needed to modify his method to 
make my preunderstanding more transparent, as described in chapter four.  
I also found the outcomes of Giorgi’s approach, as it is usually followed, lacked 
evocation of the lived experience described (e.g. Giorgi, 1999; Kleiman, 2004a). 
Although the descriptive structure is detailed and precise, the analytical language used 
does not evoke a sense of meaning. It is difficult to sense the experience as can be 
done when reading van Manen’s texts. In addressing this limitation, I was influenced by 
van Manen, as outlined below.  
3.3.2.2 Phenomenology as evocation of lived experience
Van Manen (1997b) describes phenomenology as a deeply reflective inquiry into human 
meaning. His approach is unavowedly hermeneutic, being interpretative rather than 
purely descriptive. In hermeneutic phenomenology meaning is foregrounded rather than 
method (Sharkey, 2001; van Manen, 1997a). For van Manen, as for Giorgi, lived 
experience is the starting point for phenomenological research. Van Manen (2003) 
describes his phenomenology of practice as a way of researching and understanding 
issues of everyday professional practice “that originates in and remains connected to the 
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lived moment of the ‘now’”. In referring to Dilthey’s evocation of lived experience being to 
the soul what breathing is to the body, van Manen (1997b) describes lived experience as 
“the breathing of meaning” (p.36). 
Van Manen (2002) focuses particularly on vocative aspects of phenomenology through 
writing which portrays meanings embedded within professional experience. His aim in 
phenomenological research is to transform lived experience into a textual expression of 
its essence that a reader can identify with her own experience. Credibility and 
authenticity of the phenomenological text are achieved if readers are able to recognise 
the description of the phenomena as mirroring aspects of their experience (van Manen, 
1997b). The literary term verisimilitude describes this appearance of truthfulness when a 
reader experiences “being there” (Richardson, 2000).  
Yet van Manen (1997a) acknowledges the difficulty of attempting to capture the 
ambiguity, complexity and immediacy of lived experience. Although he describes how 
language “tends to intellectualize our awareness” because language is cognitive, he 
attempts to “evoke understandings through language that in a curious way seem to be 
non-cognitive” (van Manen, 1997b, p.xviii). Van Manen uses the specific language of 
professionals’ lived experiences in the text, but through reflective awareness as a 
phenomenological researcher, he “thickens” and intensifies the final text so that it is 
concrete yet evocative (1997a). This enables the reader to break from taken-for-granted 
ways of looking and to see everyday phenomena in a new and insightful way (Sharkey, 
2001; van Manen, 2002). Van Manen’s aim of evoking the essence of an experience 
though text appears tantalisingly simple, yet is difficult to achieve.  
3.3.2.3 Phenomenology as rigorous yet evocative 
In modifying Giorgi’s empirical phenomenological methodology, through drawing on van 
Manen’s emphasis on evocative textual descriptions, I aimed to maintain the rigour of 
descriptive phenomenological analysis, without stripping away the evocative nature of 
the professionals’ experiences. Thus I have used participants’ words in vignettes 
throughout the description of the essential structure of CPL. I aimed to reveal the 
essence of CPL in a way that speaks to professionals with verisimilitude, whilst realising 
that no analysis and text can match lived experience.  
In addition, through contextualising the structure of CPL with observations and 
documentations gained from the field, I aimed to intensify the textual evocations whilst 
remaining faithful to the participants’ descriptions gathered through interviews. Also, as I 
Chapter 3: Looking from a Phenomenological Perspective 
 71
account for my own preunderstanding, the entire project is more co-constructed with 
participants than Giorgi’s approach suggests. This reflexivity is reported throughout the 
thesis, as discussed earlier and detailed in the next chapter.  
As justification for these adaptations of approaches to empirical phenomenology, I offer 
Merleau-Ponty’s (1945/2002) assertion that revealing the essence of a phenomenon is 
“not the end but the means” of doing phenomenology, and that doing so is a way of 
“bringing the world to light” (p.xvi-xvii). My hope is that the end justifies the means. 
3.4 Summary of Phenomenological Perspective 
In summary, this chapter demonstrates how phenomenology, as a theoretical 
perspective that is both complex and multi-layered, offers an approach to investigating 
professional learning that addresses issues raised in chapter two. The philosophical 
assumptions described in section 3.2 form the basis of this phenomenological 
perspective, enabling CPL to be conceptualised in a way that is different from most 
research into CPD. This conceptual framework focuses on the holistic experience of 
learning through the professional’s embodied being-in-the-world as she intersubjectively 
constructs meaning. This is in stark opposition to research which reduces such 
complexity to a set of factors involved in the development of professionals.  
I am cautious of labelling this study other than to say it is phenomenological. As Thomas 
Schwandt (2000) cautions, in describing differences in philosophical traditions, labels 
are dangerous (p.205). When labels are used, it is easy to overlook common concerns 
and tensions that run across traditions. Thus, this is an empirical study of CPL, drawing 
from concrete experiences of being practising professionals. It is informed by 
phenomenological philosophy as a conceptual framework, drawing on a number of its 
basic assumptions. This study uses an empirical phenomenological methodology, 
adapted from Giorgi’s descriptive approach. It draws on hermeneutic and 
phenomenological insights, especially from Heidegger, Gadamer and Merleau-Ponty in 
the interpretation of the empirical findings.  
As well as entailing a shift in perspective on learning and knowledge, as discussed, a 
phenomenological perspective offers “a theoretical framework that engenders wonder or 
openness in the way that we understand the world and enables thought to linger in the 
presence of possibility” (Barnacle, 2001, p. 13). How I have sought to walk the tightrope 
of maintaining rigour whilst remaining open to the evocation of experience is detailed in 
the following chapter.  
Chapter Four  
Describing the Methodological Approach 
This chapter on methodology begins by reviewing the increasing dissent amongst social 
researchers about close adherence to research method. I then outline my own position on 
method in this study, drawing on Alvesson’s argument about the need for “reflexive 
interpretation” in most empirical research (Alvesson, 2002; Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2000). 
Following this theoretical and reflexive positioning (section 4.1), issues of quality that 
influenced my research design and choice of methods are described (section 4.2). The 
design involves an adapted and extended version of Giorgi’s methodology (section 4.3). 
Most of this chapter describes details of my research process, from data gathering through 
analysis to integration, paying close attention to rigour, reflexivity and relevance as the 
chosen criteria of quality (sections 4.4, 4.5 and 4.6).  
4.1 Reflexive Methodology 
Gadamer (1965/1979) powerfully critiques method in the social sciences, when he 
questions certainty of method as the guaranteed path to truth. Using a hermeneutic 
approach he sought to understand what the human sciences were about, “beyond their 
methodological self-consciousness,” questioning how scientific investigations seek to 
explore human experience (p.xiii). Both Gadamer and later van Manen (1997a) highlight 
understanding and meaning as the key focus in investigating human experience, rather 
than method. 
Recent critique of method in social research has diversified (e.g. Paul & Marfo, 2001). At 
one end of the spectrum of critique is a general warning against strict adherence to 
method as the sure path to quality in research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Silverman, 
2005). At the other end is postmodernism, often portrayed in research as a questioning 
and rejection of most methodological conventions (e.g. Alvesson, 2002; Edwards & 
Usher, 2000b). In between, critiques from qualitative research focus on the role of the 
researcher, especially tension between involvement in data construction and 
disengagement in data analysis (e.g. Chesney, 2001; Finlay & Gough, 2003; Halling, 
2005; Lather, 1991; Marshall, 2001; Shacklock & Smyth, 1998). Referring to this tension, 
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McWilliam (2004) notes that usually “method cannot imagine both disinterestedness and 
interestedness within the one study” (p.122).  
The crux of the problem with method in social research is the ambiguous and 
constructed nature of social reality and the “notoriously ambivalent relation” of the final 
research product to the experiences studied (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2000, p.vii).  
Alvesson (2002) argues that “following methodological guidelines is totally insufficient for 
good research, and … complexities and uncertainties involved must be taken seriously 
and addressed [with] elements of self-doubt … built into the research process and the 
text” (p.9). Social research is described as a “provisionally rational project” in which the 
basis of that rationality is reflection rather than process (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2000, 
p.287). My aim in this study is to establish a sound methodological approach rather than 
rely on prescriptive method. 
As described in chapter three, I aim to balance rigour of analysis and evocation of 
experience in using empirical phenomenology, whilst accounting for my role as a 
researcher-practitioner. In doing so, I found Alvesson’s notion of “reflexive interpretation” 
to be helpful. Alvesson (2002) argues for a reflexive approach to empirical social 
research and re-envisages social research in the space between abstract theory and 
empirical method in a coherent, provocative and thoughtful manner. In “Reflexive 
Methodology” (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2000) I found a framework, or meta-methodology 
to use the authors’ term, to structure the doubts and misgivings that emerged while 
undertaking this research. These doubts centre on an awareness of the inherent 
interpretative and political nature of social research (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2000, p.vii). 
In my case, doubts revolve around the inherently interpretative nature of my entire 
project, concerns about the nature of implicit discourses within the participants’ 
descriptions, and how I could deal with these issues within Giorgi’s rigourous 
methodological processes. 
Firstly, from a phenomenological perspective, I accept that my participants and I have 
preunderstandings about CPL that are historically, culturally and professionally 
influenced. Preunderstanding is given, yet needs addressing as I have stated, through 
critical reflexivity and use of the phenomenological attitude. Despite care structuring the 
data collection, in my interactions with participants my preunderstanding influenced and 
to some degree co-constructed and interpreted those data. As my own understanding of 
CPL evolved in a hermeneutic manner through the study, demanding transparency 
about how I drew conclusions, the entire study has an interpretative nature. However 
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Giorgi’s method is unavowedly descriptive in that he stays close to the participants’ 
written transcripts. 
Secondly, from a phenomenological perspective I accept that CPL is embedded in the 
lived experience of being a professional so that the structure of CPL that emerged would 
reflect this professional context. Was this sufficient though to illuminate some of the 
hidden political features of professional discourse that flavoured the data? I saw the 
need for further interpretation of the structure of CPL if the original research problem 
about the lack of change in CPD activities was to be addressed. In other words, there 
was a need for data additional to interviews, such as workplace observations and 
documents, to illuminate implicit conceptual features.  
In reflecting on these doubts, I agree with Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000) that it is 
possible to remain grounded in empirical data whilst being aware and attentive to 
uncertainties about research through “reflexive interpretation”. I draw on reflexivity 
therefore as a specific methodological strategy. I report on empirically grounded 
research, paying close attention to rigour of data collection and analysis, whilst 
articulating the inchoate nature of my role as researcher and the indeterminate nature of 
conclusions drawn. Following Alvesson (2002), I aim to link empirical data and 
theoretical perspectives using my reflexivity as a bridge, “trying to combine more 
philosophically informed aspects with [working in] the field” (p.15).  
Strategies that have assisted this reflexive journey include my own questioning, dialogue 
with others and keeping a research journal. I have drawn from researchers with similar 
dilemmas (Bolton, 2001; Boud, 2001; D'Cruz, 2001; Etherington, 2004; Evans, 2002; 
Finlay, 2003; Moon, 1999a; Richardson, 2000). One researcher, Judi Marshall (2001), 
discusses the need for qualitative researchers to make judgements about “when to be 
focused and directed and when to be open and receptive” (p.433). Consequently, I have 
moved dialectically between close attention to detail and a more reflective meta-
methodological view. I articulate reflexive dilemmas at appropriate stages throughout the 
thesis, concluding in an Epilogue where I reflect on my own CPL as a researcher. Nicky 
Solomon and colleagues (Solomon, Boud, Leontios, & Staron, 2001) argue that when 
undertaking research into continuing learning it behoves researchers to reflect on their 
own learning through the process.  
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4.2 Criteria of Quality in Research  
If strict adherence to method is not the path to good research, then what is? Alvesson 
and Sköldberg (2000) argue that high quality research involves interplay of philosophical 
theories, empirical work and creative inspiration. They describe it as featuring inspired 
interaction and interpretations of the data, credible empirical arguments, and critical 
reflection that opens the possibility of different interpretations (p.276). Whilst agreeing 
with this statement, I am left with a key question underlying all research evaluation. That 
is, can the findings be relied upon sufficiently by the research community to act upon 
them (Guba & Lincoln, 2005, p.205).  
The current research climate of competitive funding with political overtones favours use 
of widely accepted criteria such as validity and reliability (Morse, 2005; Schwandt, 2005; 
Yates, 2006). The problem with such terms is their positivistic overtones from decades 
of established use. Validity and reliability, as they are applied in quantitative research, 
are based on the assumption of establishing objective truth; hence they are 
inappropriate for qualitative inquiry. However, there is a variety of opinion amongst 
qualitative researchers as to what constitutes criteria of high quality research (Giorgi, 
1988; Kvale, 1994; Mays & Pope, 2000; Sparkes, 2001; Whittemore, Chase, & Mandle, 
2001).  
Some qualitative researchers invoke criteria of credibility, authenticity or trustworthiness 
and talk about notions of validation rather than validity, and confidence rather than 
reliability (e.g. Angen, 2000; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Higgs & Adams, 1997; Mishler, 
1990). Other qualitative researchers adapt the criteria of validity and reliability in a way 
that is appropriate for qualitative inquiry (e.g. Angen, 2000; Cope, 2004; Morse, 1999; 
Silverman, 2005). Sandberg (2005), for example, elegantly articulates how validity and 
reliability in knowledge claims can be demonstrated from a phenomenological 
perspective.  
In addition to Alvesson, I have drawn from Creswell (1998, p.20) and Silverman (2005, 
p.228) in developing the criteria of quality used in this research design, as well as being 
influenced by Sandberg’s (2005) interpretation of criteria within a phenomenological 
framework. I agree with these authors that it is possible to justify knowledge claims 
within interpretative research. In this study, I address issues of quality using criteria that 
underlie the concerns of validity and reliability; that is, does the research fulfil its stated 
purpose, and are the conclusions justifiable and able to be trusted? This research 
project uses the criteria of rigour, relevance and reflexivity. In using these criteria, my 
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aim is that the results of a well-designed and conceptualised study are interpreted 
thoughtfully to be relevant to the reality of participants’ lives.  
Reflexivity has been addressed above with reference to Alvesson’s work. Rigour is a 
broad term defining high quality empirical research that is applicable across disciplines 
and methods (Grbich, 1999; Patton, 2002). Rigour may be addressed by demonstrating 
firstly well-structured and justifiable research design and systematic data processes, and 
secondly conceptual congruence and appropriate evidence for knowledge claims (Guba 
& Lincoln, 2005, p.205). I refer to these two concepts as structural and conceptual 
rigour. 
Calls for research to be more relevant to practice have been made (OECD, 2003; 
Schwandt, 2005; Somerville & Rapport, 2000). Relevance can be viewed as the means 
of crossing what some call the “research practice gap,” to address issues of real concern 
to participants (Kezar & Eckel, 2000). The argument has been put, that by extreme 
attention to the rigour of procedures, research can be stripped of its context and 
meaning, and therefore its relevance (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). Schön (1983) highlights 
the tension between the “high, hard ground” of rigorous pursuit of tightly focused 
concerns, and the “swampy lowlands” of investigation of issues of real relevance (p.42). 
Although such a tension exists, it is possible to be both rigorous and relevant (Schön, 
1995).  
Means of meeting all three criteria are described in the following data sections. Before 
doing so, the research design is summarised, extending the discussion in chapter three 
about my adaptation of Giorgi’s empirical methodology. 
4.3 Research Design 
The overall design of the study is summarised in Figure 2, although the process was not 
as linear as the figure suggests. Before outlining adaptations to Giorgi’s methodology 
and details of methods used in this study, I summarise Giorgi’s approach below (Giorgi, 
1985, 1994, 1997; Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003b).  
As mentioned, Giorgi’s methodology emphasises rigour in the collection and analysis of 
descriptions of people’s experiences, remaining as faithful as possible to those 
experiences as they are presented. The focus of his data collection is gaining rich 
descriptions of concrete experiences by interviewing people who have experienced the 
phenomenon. Although he states that data other than transcripts of retrospective 
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descriptions may be used (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003b), in practice most research following 
Giorgi’s approach uses interview transcripts as the sole source of data. Through open 
questions facilitating the description of concrete situations, Giorgi (1989, 1990) aims to 
avoid the participant espousing theories about the phenomenon. In my study, 
descriptions of learning situations were gained during semi-structured interviews with 
sixteen participants, in response to the key question: Describe a situation where you 
really feel you learnt something as a professional. 
Giorgi’s data analysis proceeds in four steps (see section 4.6), but is holistic in its 
iterative movement between them (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003a, 2003b). It begins with the 
researcher assuming the phenomenological attitude (Giorgi uses the term bracketing), 
and ends with the development of a structure of the phenomenon being investigated. 
The structure not only describes the essential constituents of the phenomenon but also 
the complex inter-relationship between constituents.  
As explained in the following section and in Figure 2, I adapted Giorgi’s methodology. 
This adaptation included more engagement with the participants involving a 
comprehensive range of methods of data collection. These included: two rounds of 
interviews, observation of participants at work, observation of participants at network 
and CPD meetings, collection of written reflections from participants and collection of 
policy documents about learning from the employing organisations, professional 
associations and registration boards involved. 
The interview data were analysed whilst adapting Giorgi’s analysis to account for my 
preunderstanding (see section 4.4 and 4.6.2). The analysis identified the essential 
structure of the diverse experiences of CPL, with descriptions of the constituents and 
their inter-relationships, including vignettes evoking participants’ experiences. The other 
data were analysed thematically and drawn upon to contextualise the phenomenological 
analysis. Feedback on the findings was sought from a further nine professionals, from 
diverse professional backgrounds, in order to gauge the verisimilitude of the 
descriptions. These professionals were asked to comment on how the findings related, 
or did not relate, to their own experiences of CPL and their knowledge of CPL based on 
interaction with other professionals.  
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Chapter 1, 2: Research literature and researcher experience  
 
Research problem and research questions 
 
Chapter 3: Phenomenological perspective 
• addresses problematic issues in previous research 
• develops  conceptual framework for study 
• makes philosophical assumptions  explicit 
 
Chapter 4:      Directs choice of empirical phenomenology as methodology  
 
Criteria of quality research developed  
 
Reflexivity 
Meta-methodology of reflexive interpretation 
Rigour Relevance 
(structural and conceptual) 
 
Giorgi’s methodology                     Comprehensive data collection 
 chosen for rigour                             Evocation of experience in text 
 adapted for reflexivity  
 extended for relevance   
 
Methods used to collect data 
Pilot (30)         Participants selected (16)        Engagement in the field  
Group  (heterogeneous matrix,   (one year)  
 not drawn from pilot group) 
 Interviews (two rounds) 
 Observation at work 
 Observation of networks 
 Written reflections 
 Policy documents 
 
Data analysis  
 
Chapter 5: Essential structure of CPL developed with descriptions in vignettes 
 
Validation with other professionals (9) 
Chapter 6, 7:  




Figure 2: Design of the study “Understanding CPL” 
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4.4 Rigour, Relevance and Reflexivity 
Essentially Giorgi’s methodology was chosen for rigour, adapted for reflexivity and 
extended for relevance. As a methodology it satisfies scientific criteria of rigour at the 
same time as being aligned with phenomenological philosophical assumptions (Giorgi, 
2005). As mentioned in chapter three, this is what Giorgi specifically designed his 
approach to achieve in response to a predominantly positivistic research culture within 
psychology. It has been soundly tested and adapted over a number of decades within 
psychology, health, education and management (e.g. Holroyd, 2001; Ivarsson et al., 
2002; Karlsson, 1993; Kleiman, 2004b; Moustakas, 1994; Rydahl-Hansen, 2005; Tham, 
Borell, & Gustavsson, 2000; Van der Mescht, 2004). Giorgi has responded to critique of 
the method (2000a, 2000b, 2005). It meets criteria of conceptual and structural rigour in 
ways described below.  
Conceptually, Giorgi’s methodology is well suited to my research purpose, allowing the 
investigation of experiences of CPL as grounded in practice. Conceptual rigour is also 
demonstrated by Giorgi’s careful attention to the key principle underpinning 
phenomenological research, that of the phenomenological attitude or bracketing (Giorgi 
& Giorgi, 2003a, 2003b). Empirically, Giorgi describes this as a process of suspending 
pre-conceptions about the phenomenon both in collecting data and analysis. He 
pragmatically notes that complete bracketing of pre-conceptions about the phenomenon 
is neither possible nor desirable, but that a conscious effort is made to temporarily 
disengage from them. Giorgi argues that this allows the researcher to be “fresh and 
maximally open” to the experience as described (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003b, p.32). He 
states that “subjectivity cannot be eliminated, and it shouldn’t be, but subjectivity in the 
pejorative sense can be transcended” (Giorgi, 1994, p.205). In other words, subjectivity 
is an essential element of phenomenology. This close attention to bracketing means that 
Giorgi (2005) stresses withholding knowledge claims until analysis is completed with 
such claims always being provisional. 
Secondly, using Giorgi’s methodology allows me to demonstrate evidence of structural 
rigour through use of systematic, transparent and traceable processes for gathering, 
analysing and evaluating data. The most important aspect of structural rigour for 
phenomenology is “fidelity to the phenomena” (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003b; Kvale, 1994). 
This means capturing, as clearly as possible, the way in which a phenomenon appears 
in lived experience. Giorgi’s methodology carefully details processes that aim to remain 
faithful to participants’ experiences, involving extensive “dwelling with the data” before 
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analysis, constant return to the data and critical questioning throughout the analysis 
(Giorgi, 1985, 1994, 1997). 
Despite the conceptual and structural rigour of Giorgi’s method, it was insufficient to fulfil 
my intentions with respect to the reflexivity of the process and relevance of the 
outcomes. I deal firstly with reflexivity. Despite attention given to setting aside of pre-
conceptions, Giorgi (2003) warns against use of his method when the researcher is 
closely related to the experiences described. As mentioned previously his methodology 
provides no means of accounting for myself as an insider in the professional life-world 
with similar experiences, nor for the issues this raises both positive and negative. Thus I 
adapt the method to account for myself through adding another stage to the 
transformation of data as described in section 4.6.2.  
This reflexive dilemma is related to a tension between descriptive and interpretative 
methods in phenomenological research. Giorgi’s methodology is descriptive, staying 
close to participants’ descriptions. This is a strength of his method, underpinning its 
rigour. As the research evolved, however, I came to recognise that all description 
involves interpretation (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2000, p.5). Gunnar Karlsson (1993) 
raises similar concerns surrounding preunderstanding when using Giorgi’s methodology. 
I have dealt with this issue by consciously questioning my own interpretations as they 
arose during the analysis using the additional stage in the data analysis referred to 
above. I have also attempted to structurally separate my conscious interpretations of 
data so that they appear in Part D, following the phenomenological analysis in Part C. 
Thus I have taken the unusual step of using a descriptive phenomenological 
methodology within an interpretative philosophical framework.   
Finally, regarding relevance, I gauged the final outcome of a descriptive structure of CPL 
as being insufficient to meet my needs for two reasons; one related to context and the 
other to text. To adequately address the research problem about lack of change in CPD, 
I needed additional contextual data, as relevance is related to a thorough exploration of 
the context in which the research problem is situated. To enhance relevance, I collected 
data from a variety of sources that could clarify participants’ experiences of CPL with 
respect to the research questions identified in Table 1 (see chapter 2). These data 
methods are listed in Figure 2 and described in the next section. 
Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000) refer to the value of multiple data sources as a means of 
providing corresponding sources of information for some interviewee’s observations, as 
is done in historical research (p.78). Some researchers describe multiple sources of data 
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in terms of triangulation, as a means of enhancing rigour in interpretative research 
(Grbich, 1999; Patton, 2002). Such a concept is related to a positivistic assumption that 
an objective “truth” can be found through the corroboration of convergent methodological 
approaches. David Silverman (2005) and many other interpretative researchers argue 
against triangulation of this kind. They talk instead of comprehensiveness of data. In this 
study, my aim through multiple data collection is enhancing relevance, as well as rigour, 
through further contextualisation. I am aware however that it is never possible to get a 
complete picture of any phenomenon no matter how much data are collected.  
In order to gauge the verisimilitude of the study’s outcomes by sharing findings with 
other professionals, I paid attention to the evocative qualities of the text. I examined 
ways of presenting findings drawing on van Manen’s (2001, 2002) phenomenological 
writing. I was looking for a way to resolve tension between a precise, analytical structure 
and an evocative, rich texture in describing the experience of CPL. Leslie Todres (1998) 
reports a similar dilemma with textual outcomes using Giorgi’s method. I adapted the 
description of the structure of CPL by: drawing substantially on participants’ language, 
using present tense as a rhetorical device, using descriptive vignettes, and summarising 
the structure visually. My aim was to evoke greater insight into the experience of CPL. 
The credibility and relevance of the results were evaluated through dissemination of the 
written findings to a range of professionals to gauge if they were able to relate my 
description of CPL to their own experience (see van Manen, 1997b, 2001). Thus my 
adaptation of Giorgi’s methodology takes van Manen’s and Alvesson’s work into 
account, aiming to better address issues of rigour, reflexivity and relevance as they 
apply to this study.  
4.5 Engaging with the Participants 
Practical means of meeting the criteria of rigour, reflexivity and relevance are described 
in the following sections on data gathering, analysis and evaluation. These stages of 
research were to some extent separate in time but elements of all overlap. 
4.5.1 Pilot study  
In the early stages of the research, a pilot study was undertaken which involved two 
parts. Firstly a group session was arranged to discuss experiences of CPL. The one 
hour session was part of a local CPD day and was titled “Lifelong Learning for Health 
Professionals - An interactive workshop”. The group who attended consisted of thirty 
therapists; a mixture of occupational therapists, physiotherapists and speech 
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pathologists from community-based organisations similar to those later recruited for the 
study. During the session, I posed a number of questions about professional learning 
experiences to stimulate discussion (see Appendix A). The group discussion 
demonstrated that the interest level and relevance of my topic was high for this sample. 
Participants were invited to leave their anonymous written responses to the questions. 
Twenty five were collected. As well as helping frame the interview questions, the 
discussion and responses reinforced the need to seek diversity in later participant 
selection. 
Following the workshop, a small number of pilot interviews were undertaken. This 
enabled me to trial the questions to be used as prompts, my interview technique, and 
ascertain some emerging issues. The most significant feedback I gained was the 
importance in the semi-structured interviews of focusing on concrete work situations, 
where detailed descriptions were gained. This avoided straying into areas of “espoused 
theory” where the therapists intoned definitions of CPL (Argyris & Schön, 1974). Trial 
analysis of interviews according to different phenomenological procedures suggested in 
Moustakas (1994) reinforced the choice of Giorgi’s methodology as the basis of my 
approach, for reasons given previously. 
4.5.2 Participant selection 
Two large government organisations, A and B, and two small non-government 
organisations, C and D, employing therapists to work in community settings from urban 
to rural were approached. Community settings rather than hospitals were chosen 
because literature and experience suggests that in the community therapists were often 
challenged to adapt their approach (Williams, 2005).Thus CPL experiences were 
expected to be a feature of such work. As there is a move in health delivery towards 
community-based services, such a focus is warranted (Baum, 2005). The move towards 
inter-professional education and service delivery, in which all three therapies work 
closely together, was a factor in investigating professionals from across the three 
therapies (Barr, Koppel, Reeves, Hammick, & Freeth, 2005; Rodger et al., 2004; 
Williams, 2005). Following ethical approval, contact was made via intermediary gate-
keepers in the organisations and a call for volunteers made (see Appendix B for 
participation forms). 
The most important aspect of participant selection in phenomenology is that they have 
experienced the phenomenon (Creswell, 1998). Purposeful sampling was undertaken to 
incorporate diverse experiences of CPL, using a stratified heterogeneous matrix to 
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ensure a mix of different therapies, organisations, locations and types of experience 
(Grbich, 1999). Approximately equal numbers were allocated across organisations and 
therapies, with a gender balance of 80/20 (F/M) that reflected current staffing (Williams, 
2005, p.359). Participant selection is illustrated in Table 2. 
A problem with selection through volunteering was that volunteers may have been 
enthusiastic about learning and/or had particular issues that concerned them. As 
sufficient diversity was not found initially, a snowball technique was used to contact 
more rural practitioners and an additional male (Brace-Govan, 2004). Thus not all those 
recruited had volunteered initially. I was able to include a “negative case” in that a 
therapist was frank about his growing disinterest in CPL and gave interesting 
descriptions of situations where he had failed to learn.  
Table 2: Participant Selection Matrix 
 














1 2 3 6
Non-government 
organisations  
C and D 
1 1 1 3
Total number 
 
5 6 5 16 
Variations in professional experience  
(other than organisational and professional affiliation) 
Gender 
 






(three or more years of 
experience) 
New graduates: 3   
(up to three years of 
experience) 
Place of work 
 
Brisbane: 8 Semi-metropolitan: 6 Rural: 2 
Hours of work 
 
Full-time: 9 
(30 to 40 hours) 
Part-time: 7  
(fewer than 30 hours)  
Sixteen participants were recruited for the study. The diverse range of participants’ 
professional work contexts is summarised in Table 3. Numbers rather than pseudonyms 
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are used in this table so that therapists’ details cannot be linked to statements in the 
text. Anonymity is crucial, as the community of therapists in Queensland who work in 
community-based settings is quite small. Although all statements in the text are taken 
directly from interviews, identifying information has been removed. For example, 
organisational or professional affiliation is not included, so that in vignettes participants 
are all described as generic therapists working for a government or non-government 
organisation. 
 
Table 3: Diversity of participants’ professional work contexts 
Participant Profession Organisation Gender Experience Place of work 
Hours of 
work 
1 OT D  Female Senior Brisbane Part time 
2 PT C Female Senior Brisbane Part time 
3 PT A Female Experienced Rural Part time 
4 OT A Female Senior Brisbane Full time 
5 PT B Female Experienced Brisbane Full time 
6 OT A Female Experienced Rural Full time 
7 SP B Female New graduate 
Semi - 
metroplitan Full time 
8 PT B Female Senior Semi - metroplitan Full time 
9 PT A Female Senior Semi - metroplitan Part time 
10 PT A Male Experienced Semi - metroplitan Full time 
11 SP B Female Experienced Brisbane Full time 
12 SP A Male Experienced Semi - metroplitan Part time 
13 OT A Male Senior Semi - metroplitan Full time 
14 OT B Female New graduate Brisbane Full time 
15 SP B Female New graduate Brisbane Part time 
16 SP C Female Experienced Brisbane Part time 
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4.5.3 Data gathering 
As mentioned a variety of data was gathered. The primary source of data involved a 
semi-structured interview with each participant lasting approximately one hour. Interview 
data were contextualised through field work involving site visits, network meetings, 
perusal of organisational policies and collection of written feedback on learning from 
participants via email. Data collection occurred over a twelve month period with second 
interviews conducted with some participants after the field work. An overview of the full 
data set can be seen in Table 4.  
Table 4: Full data set 
 











1 OT D  _  _ _ _
2 PT C    _ _ _
3 PT A      
4 OT A    _  
5 PT B   _   
6 OT A  _  _  
7 SP B   _ _  
8 PT B  _  _  
9 PT A      
10 PT A  _ _ _  
11 SP B   _ _  
12 SP A   _ _ _ 
13 OT A    _ _ 
14 OT B   _ _  
15 SP B   _  _ 
16 SP C   _  _ _
16 12 8 5 10 13 
Note:   Data obtained _ Data not able to be obtained  
OT: Occupational therapist, PT: Physiotherapist, SP: Speech pathologist 
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It was not possible to observe every participant at work. Finding suitable times to 
interview and observe participants was problematic as most participants had heavy case 
loads and tight time schedules. Nevertheless once times were made participants were 
generous with their descriptions and all gave feedback that they valued the opportunity 
to discuss their professional learning. 
4.5.3.1 Interviews     
Interview questions were developed according to the research questions in Table 1 (see 
chapter 2), pilot feedback and Giorgi’s methodology. Questions related to concrete work 
situations where participants considered they had learnt as a professional (see Appendix 
A). The interviews were semi-structured in that all participants were asked the same key 
questions at some stage, but the interview was flexible. The prompts used (suggestions 
in italics in Appendix A) focused on enriching the descriptions. Interviews were taped, 
transcribed verbatim and kept separate from any identifying information. Participants 
were offered the opportunity to read and comment on the transcripts. Only four took this 
opportunity, and no changes to transcripts were asked for. 
A second round of interviews was originally planned to follow up on the field visits (see 
Appendix A). However, by that time half the participants were unavailable as they had 
left their positions. The aim of the later interview was to explore and clarify issues that 
arose from the first interviews and fieldwork. Only five were conducted and although 
additional contextual data were gathered, analysis of these five revealed no additional 
changes to the structure of CPL developed from the first interviews. In other words the 
extra data fulfilled the intended purpose of adding contextual information to the first 
interviews. 
It is widely accepted that any interviewing regardless of method involves joint 
construction of data (Fontana & Frey, 2000; Silverman, 2001). At the very least, all 
involve interactive conversation where meaning is shared and constructed (Atkinson & 
Silverman, 1997; Holstein & Gubrium, 1995). For example, in my interviews participants 
knew that the focus was on continuing to learn as a professional. To be able to have a 
conversation at all, we both had to have some understanding of the phenomenon of 
CPL. All the people I interviewed had no trouble describing a situation where they had 
learnt as a professional. Often they qualified the description asking: Is this what you 
want? By doing so they were checking with my purpose and my understanding of the 
phenomenon.  
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On my part, I tried to be as open to the participant’s meaning as possible; listening 
attentively and following up on nuances expressed. I used open questioning about what 
I did not understand. Sandberg (2005) refers to an attempt at genuine dialogue during 
the interview as a form of “communicative validity” (p.54). I also asked for elaboration 
with concrete descriptions; a process that Sandberg refers to as a form of “pragmatic 
validity” (p.56). In other words, I sought to assume the phenomenological attitude in 
interviewing; an open attitude that seeks to fully explore the descriptions of the 
participants (Kleiman, 2004a). This enhances the rigour of the interview process whilst 
recognising it as two-way communication. 
There were positive and negative issues in the interviewing related to my “insider” 
status. On the one hand, I found our shared therapy background allowed participants to 
be forthright and open with me and was an asset allowing me to probe issues. For 
example, when I arrived for one interview, the therapist seemed uneasy and said her 
time was limited. As we talked, it became evident that she thought I was “checking up” 
on her to see if she was meeting her CPD points target required by the association. 
Once my aims were clarified the interview that followed was full and frank. Had I not 
known about CPD points accumulation, the interview outcome could have differed. 
Mishler (1984) describes the “shared and tacit understandings” that allow interviews 
between those from the same culture to proceed in a “contextually appropriate” manner 
(p.60). Shared understandings allow such issues of relevance to be followed more 
closely.  
On the other hand, our shared understanding may have meant that my assumptions 
limited my awareness of other possibilities as I interviewed. Here I relied on critical 
reflection after the interviews and during analysis of data, as detailed in section 4.6.2. In 
addition, because of a shared background, there was always the possibility that 
participants may have said what they thought I wanted to hear (Smyth & Holian, 1999). I 
relied on what Bourdieu (1996) describes as a “reflex reflexivity” attempting to monitor 
these issues intuitively throughout the interview (p.18), as in the example of the CPD 
discussion raised in the previous paragraph. 
4.5.3.2 Fieldwork
Although access difficulties including issues of client confidentiality prevented 
observation in some cases, visits were made to most participants’ workplaces after 
suitable approval was gained. I spent up to half a day as an observer, with discussion 
taking place in breaks. The aim was to gain extra contextual information about the 
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situation in which the participants practised and to discuss learning experiences with 
them in connection with a period of observation. A proforma was developed to structure 
my observations, collecting data about temporal aspects of the day, spatial 
environments and interactions between participants and others (see Appendix C). Field 
notes were expanded and reflected upon as soon as possible after the visit whilst the 
experiences were fresh (Patton, 2002, p.302).   
Visits were also made to three informal network meetings concerned with professional 
development. I was interested in observing interactions within the professional 
communities. Again I used a proforma to structure observations of the content and 
nature of the interactions (see Appendix C). I also attended a full day formal professional 
development seminar, observing several sessions and discussing learning with 
participants during breaks. 
4.5.3.3 Documentation
I collected publicly available policy documents relating to professional learning or staff 
development from the organisations involved. The smaller organisations C and D had no 
such documentation. Similar documents relating to professional development policies 
were collected from the Health Practitioners Registration Board in Queensland, and the 
three professional associations (Australian Physiotherapy Association, Occupational 
Therapy Australia and Speech Pathology Australia). Official documents provided 
important contextual information regarding expectations from employers and 
professional organisations about continuing learning of professionals; part of the implicit 
professional discourse (Atkinson & Coffey, 2004). 
In addition, I collected written documentation from the participants regarding their 
previous work experience and some demographic information. After visits, I asked 
participants to email me if they had any further thoughts about our conversations. Some 
particularly insightful written reflections were sent to me that added contextual 
information to the interview data.  
In summary, I have described data gathering aims and strategies, highlighting processes 
that I consider demonstrate rigour, reflexivity and relevance. I described measures of 
rigour in participant selection, interviewing and observations producing a transparent 
audit trail. I spoke about reflexivity in the ethical and interpretative processes involved in 
interviewing and worksite visits. I described how a comprehensive data collection 
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strategy enabled me to contextualise interview data and enhance the relevance of my 
project to current practice issues.  
4.6 Data Analysis  
Although the interviews, as the main source of data in this study, are the primary focus 
of this data analysis section, I drew on additional data throughout the analysis. These 
data were used in three ways through the research process. Firstly, they gave insight 
into the context that the professionals were describing in the interviews. Through the 
phenomenological analysis of those interviews, I was able to draw on my observations 
and discussions to make explicit some implicit contextual details. An example is given 
later in this section. 
Secondly, I drew on all the contextual data to sketch the professional life-world of the 
participants that is presented at the beginning of the findings in chapter five. This allows 
the reader to comprehend the context in which the CPL occurred that is mentioned, but 
not detailed in the structure. Thirdly, as Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000) suggest, I drew 
on policy documents from work organisations and professional associations to verify 
details about official professional expectations mentioned by participants.  
I undertook a phenomenological analysis of the sixteen first round interview transcripts. 
In phenomenology, data analysis involves an extensive iterative process. Significant 
time is spent reading and reflecting on the data before transforming them. As mentioned, 
Giorgi’s methodology involves four stages: reading the entire transcript, division of the 
transcript into meaning units, transformation of data in these units, and developing the 
structure of the phenomenon. Although I describe these in a linear fashion below as they 
relate to my study, the process of data analysis is more fluid than this textual account 
reveals.  
Giorgi’s process is rigorous yet creative in a way that I do not think is clear in his brief 
written accounts. It is a very active and engaged process that continually returns to the 
data. There is a to-ing and fro-ing not only between different stages of the data analysis 
but also between thinking, reading and writing, with each giving the other meaning in a 
process reflective of the hermeneutic circle. 
4.6.1 Dwelling with the data 
Giorgi’s method is holistic in nature with analysis of one transcript at a time being 
undertaken as a single entity initially. In this first stage the entire transcript is read 
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several times to gain an overall sense of the experiences described. Peter Willis (2001) 
describes how “phenomenology wants to slow the researcher down and hold his or her 
gaze on the phenomenon” (p.3). Giorgi’s process achieves that end. I experienced this 
stage as listening to the text, reinvoking for me the interview experiences. 
After gaining an overall sense of the experience described, the second stage involves 
dividing the transcript into meaning units (MUs). This is undertaken from the 
researcher’s particular research perspective. That is, as I read I began to sense where 
the meaning with respect to CPL changed, marking that division. This is a practical 
rather than an analytical stage, with the aim of dividing data into meaningful, 
manageable chunks for analysis. Appendix D includes a segment of one transcript, 
demonstrating its division into meaning units.  
Giorgi (2003) stresses that all data in all meaning units have equal value. To discard 
seemingly irrelevant data as is done in some thematic qualitative research is to risk 
decontextualising it. This may mean that slight nuances about the experience gained 
from an aside remark or repetitious comment may be missed. My experience leads me 
to concur with Giorgi.  
4.6.2 Transformation of data 
To assist the process of systematic analysis, Giorgi uses transformation tables (Giorgi & 
Giorgi, 2003a, 2003b). Appendix D includes a table demonstrating the transformation of 
one complete meaning unit (MU17) through stages using six columns. As analysis is 
done on a transcript in its entirety and no meaning is discarded, this does not completely 
represent the process. Nevertheless, for reasons of space I have chosen a meaning unit 
that can be understood without undue reference to the entire transcript. 
In column one (from the original transcript), meaning is expressed in the language of the 
participant. The transcript is transformed through a number of phases, so that everyday 
language is expressed in the language of the researcher’s discipline in a way that 
reveals the essence of the phenomenon. Giorgi (1994) describes this phase as “intuiting 
disciplinary meanings” (p.209). Giorgi’s published work demonstrates two phases of the 
transformation, but in practice an indeterminate number of phases may be needed 
(Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003b). The final transformation (column four) is used in the 
development of a common structure for the phenomenon. 
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4.6.2.1 First transformation
Giorgi (2003) describes the first transformation as expressing the original description of 
the experience in a disciplinary sensitive way. The participant spoke about her learning 
experience from the everyday attitude, which is always fuller and richer than the 
phenomenological perspective. In the transformations I foreground the educational 
perspective of the experience, but retain all other features of the experience in the 
background. As can be seen in the transformed meaning unit (TMU17) in Appendix D, 
all data remain and are accounted for. Where possible the words of the participant are 
kept and I take care to avoid introducing theoretical terms.  
In the first transformation, column two of the example, I seek to make explicit the implicit 
or assumed nature of many aspects of the description. These were often not described 
in detail because they were taken-for-granted by the participant and myself. For 
example, referring to line 154, I knew from previous discussions that her “other job” was 
being a parent. The text is also altered from the first to the third person, as a step away 
from the particularity of that experience towards a general structure of CPL. I use italics 
to highlight original words of the participant for clarity when accessing the data later. In 
many ways, the first transformation expands the data set rather than reduces it. The 
description is clarified through this initial transformation.  
As mentioned earlier I added two columns to Giorgi’s process to make my awareness of 
my preunderstandings (or reflexive interpretations) as transparent as possible. These 
are columns five and six in the transformation table in Appendix D. From field visits I had 
ready access to a number of important contextual features which helped clarify the 
implicit nature of some aspects of descriptions. I added these to column five, so that 
their source was apparent. I also used column five to record tension between attempts 
to bracket my preunderstanding and previous experience. Column six is described in the 
next transformation. 
4.6.2.2 Second transformation
In the second transformation, column three, I ask the question, adapted from Giorgi 
(1994, p.208): What is the meaning-for-the-professional insofar as it is relevant to, and 
revelatory of, the experience of continuing learning as a professional? This is the 
creative part of the method, where possibilities are explored, but there is no creativity 
without risk. Whilst adopting a critical attitude, there is a need to do several sweeps of 
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the data, refining and questioning; going back to the original data to check whether the 
transformation is remaining faithful.  
The meaning of a particular segment of the transcript may seem ambiguous initially but 
becomes clearer with repeated iterative cycles of the entire transcript. Thus the meaning 
is revealed within the circumscribed boundaries of the whole description. I attempted to 
rigorously interrogate the transformations by seeking other possible meanings, 
remaining faithful to the participant’s description as much as possible. I took care to 
avoid making early knowledge claims. The transformed data presents the best 
judgement I could make about the meaning of CPL for this participant. The sixth column 
was useful for questioning other possibilities or expressing ambiguity or doubt in a way 
that was still linked to specific data. This column makes such attempts at rigour 
transparent.  
For example, in column six (superscript 4), I note that this participant’s statement about 
being her own worst enemy with respect to time issues was very different from the way 
that some other professionals expressed concern about time. In particular some male 
participants had seen it as purely an employer issue of under-staffing rather than a 
personal deficiency. The question of gender was raised, but I put it aside at the time, 
taking care to stay within the constraints of the evidence as presented at this stage of 
analysis.   
Care is taken to retain meaning whilst transforming. In moving from the original data it is 
easy for assumptions about the experience to enter inadvertently. In the example (line 
160), the participant talks about getting all my ideas by going inside my head. At one 
stage in the second transformation I found I had changed this to “generate ideas”; a 
different representation to that of “getting ideas”. This is when I began to keep 
participants’ words in italics as a way of cross checking unintended changes in meaning. 
Transformation is a gradual refining process that shouldn’t be rushed.  
4.6.2.3 Final transformation
Regardless of the number of transformations, the final one is compared with those of 
other participants to construct the meaning structure of the phenomenon. By this final 
stage, the transcript has moved as far as possible from the particularity of the 
experience for this professional to the structure of the phenomenon.  
Clarity was enhanced and ambiguity diminished with each iteration. Giorgi (2003) states 
that the analysis is a self-correcting procedure to some extent, as small nuances 
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become clearer as you progress through the process. By the final transformation each 
meaning unit was imbued with a sense of the whole transcript. For example, (line 160) 
the participant refers to the busy environment. By referring to other meaning units it 
became clear that she was not only referring to other people being around but also to 
noise and her own busyness. She comments later that: I do tend to be a doer rather 
than actually sit there in work time. I think oh, I should be doing something (MU23, line 
250). Although Giorgi describes his work as descriptive not hermeneutic, the process 
reflects the hermeneutic circle where understanding involves both part and whole in a 
dialectic relationship. 
Finally, the process of transformation of data involves what I call horizontal and vertical 
iterations. Re-reading the entire transcript is a vertical iteration that clarifies ambiguous 
meaning units over time, as described with respect to the “busy environment”. At the 
same time, there is a horizontal iteration in the sense that within the transcript table later 
transformations are checked against the original data to make sure meaning is not 
altered as described with respect to “getting ideas”. The final transformed meaning units 
for all transcripts are considered equally in the building of the structure of the 
phenomenon.  
4.6.3 Developing the structure 
As previously stated, the aim of phenomenological analysis is to step back from the 
natural attitude towards the world to allow the essential meaning of the experiences 
described to emerge. The essential meaning is usually a complex interaction of a 
number of constituents and sub-constituents. Although determination of what the 
constituents are and how they are related in the structure occur in tandem as the 
structure emerges, I describe them separately for clarity. 
4.6.3.1 Determining the constituents
The constituents of the meaning structure are determined by comparing the final TMUs 
across several participants, to consider what it is that makes an experience one of CPL. 
Illumination of the essential nature of each constituent is achieved through the 
consideration of other possibilities, varying aspects of the experience one at a time; a 
process called free imaginative variation (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003a). Variation is explored 
across participants in empirical phenomenology. Each participant’s experience of CPL is 
a profile or perspective on CPL (Sokolowski, 2000). That is, different people may 
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experience CPL in different ways. Not only do they view it from different perspectives, 
but different meanings are conveyed from past experiences.  
Through comparing and contrasting diverse experiences a fuller and richer sense of 
CPL was gained. Once four transcripts were transformed, I began to build a temporary 
structure of CPL by comparing the final TMUs on the basis of commonalities and 
variance. I was initially struck by the differences and uniqueness of each participant’s 
description rather than commonalities; not surprising as maximum variability was an aim 
of the participant selection. A constituent of a phenomenon must be present in some 
way across all participants to become part of the structure. Some aspects are clearly 
present in the descriptions; others are strongly implied.  
The nature of the constituents in the temporary structure of CPL altered as I added 
further transformed transcripts. In describing the constituents I tried to use words from 
the everyday professional language of the transcripts in order to stay as close as 
possible to the experience evoked. Each constituent was interrogated to find what was 
essential and what was contingent. With more subjects the structure became clearer. 
The greater the variation the easier it is to see what is common. Variations were noted 
and accounted for as part of the description of each constituent. All constituents are 
complex, so that I use sub-constituents to describe them in detail.  
4.6.3.2 Creating the structure
In determining the structure I needed to step back from the details of the TMUs to a 
meta-level of analysis. Over time the picture became clearer making it easier to see 
essential constituents. A useful metaphor is Annie Lamont’s (1995) comparison of the 
process of creative writing to the development of a Polaroid picture, where a sense of 
the picture is glimpsed before specific features become clear. From the meta-level I 
revisited the data of each participant continually to see if the tentative constituents I was 
developing were an accurate reflection of each person’s experience of CPL. Each time, I 
altered the emerging structure slightly through expansion or refinement of some 
constituent until all TMUs were accounted for.  
As an example of this process I refer to the issue of time. As I examined the TMUs of 
participants, many referred to problems with time related to their experience of CPL, as 
is seen in the example in Appendix D. In my initial groupings of TMUs, I considered time 
issues as a possible constituent, as such issues had confronted me from my early 
collection of the data. As the structure became clearer, I saw that time featured as an 
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aspect of several constituents. Time held several meanings with respect to CPL 
depending on the particular professional and the context of the experience she was 
discussing. This is illustrated in the findings in chapter five.  
Thus I moved in an iterative way between distance from and closeness to specific 
transformations until the constituents were clarified. Sandberg (2005) describes a similar 
iterative process as the fulfilment of intention whereby the researcher’s changing 
interpretation of the data eventually matches the “meaning given in lived experience” 
(p.50). Although not referring to phenomenology as such, Alvesson and Sköldberg 
(2002) also refer to “a dialectic between distance and familiarity” in describing the 
hermeneutic process of interpretation of meaning of texts (p.62).  
When justifying the choice of phenomenological analysis as a holistic method (see 
section 1.3.2 and 2.4.3.2), I contrast it to dealing with complex phenomena by division 
into factors or elements. Constituents of a phenomenological structure are very different 
from factors. Each constituent is inextricably interrelated with the others. Not only are all 
constituents interdependent, as could also be argued with some descriptions of factors, 
but phenomenological constituents can be described as a holographic representation 
(Willis, 2001, p.12). Thus each constituent expresses the entire experience viewed from 
a particular perspective, foregrounding one aspect whilst including the other constituents 
in the background.  
After eight transcripts redundancies became apparent, whereby the structure remained 
the same despite additional data. I then carefully examined the final eight transcripts 
checking against the structure for additional information or variation that would alter the 
essential meaning. All sixteen transcripts were thus analysed and are reflected in the 
final structure.  
4.6.3.3 Evoking the structure 
Once I had a viable structure as a set of constituents, I refined the relationship between 
the constituents and sub-constituents through a full textual description. In research, 
“writing fixes thought on paper” (van Manen, 1997b, p.125). Production of text can 
therefore be described as part of the methodology, involving an “imagined dialogue” with 
the reader (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2002, p.62). In describing the structure, I aim to 
produce a text that reflects the essence of the lived experience of CPL. As Peter Willis 
(2001) suggests, I was seeking “to illuminate its specific quality as an experience” rather 
than to “locate it in an abstract matrix” (p.3). 
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Through vignettes and experiential accounts from participants in the description of the 
structure, I intended to bring it to life in a way that expresses the “phenomenological 
meaning” of the experience of CPL. The presentation of findings in Part C includes a 
visual representation of the constituents of CPL. I attempt to add texture to the 
descriptive structure of the experience of CPL through imagery in a way that goes 
beyond words. In the description of the findings I was looking for a balance between 
rigour and evocation, precision and imagery.  
The intersubjective meanings evoked through my text are reflective of shared 
experiences within the professional life-world. I presented my ideas to colleagues at 
conferences, gaining feedback that helped me clarify my conclusions (see list of 
presentations in Appendix E). Alvesson and Sköldberg (2002) describe such dialogue as 
part of the hermeneutic process of reflexive interpretation (p.62). Sandberg (2005) also 
describes discussion of findings with colleagues as a way of establishing communicative 
validity (p.55).  
In keeping with the dialogic nature of the study, I sent the completed findings to nine 
professionals, from a mix of therapy and education backgrounds with academic and 
workplace experiences. I asked if any of the experiences described either reflected or 
were different from their own experiences of CPL. There was widespread agreement 
that the findings reflected shared experiences of CPL. In two cases, I received valuable 
feedback that allowed me to communicate these experiences more clearly. 
The structure described in the following chapter is a way of understanding the 
phenomenon of CPL. My intention is that the structure is faithful to the participants’ 
experiences, useful for the aim of the research, and justifiable from a methodological 
perspective.  
4.7 Summary of Methodology 
As with any project, in hindsight improvements could be made. What was intended was 
not always enacted. Thus aspects of the field work did not always go according to plan. 
Professionals’ days would suddenly alter so that my systematically planned observations 
would be limited. Such difficulties are part of the quest to investigate lived experience. 
Willis (2001) notes two specific concerns for phenomenological researchers 
investigating lived experience, reflecting my concern about balancing rigour and 
evocation: 
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The first [concern] is to cultivate an active suspicion of assumptions and 
prejudices that might tacitly influence and subvert honest inquiry. The 
second … is the importance of understanding and developing expressive 
approaches to inquiry which can complement and underpin analytic or 
explanatory approaches. (p.12) 
In this chapter I have demonstrated how the criteria of rigour, reflexivity and relevance 
aim to enhance the quality of this study. I have demonstrated rigour through attention to 
a systematic and transparent process, involving constant critique of my assumptions in 
an iterative process between the distance of a reflexive meta-methodological view and 
closeness to detail. The design and reporting of this study attempts to be relevant to real 
issues of concern for professionals in current practice.  
This thesis involves a hermeneutic process. By this I mean that I acknowledge the prior 
understanding I have brought to this project and the evolution of that understanding 
through my own learning. I acknowledge that all descriptions involve interaction with 
participants who are interpreting their experiences in a way that is meaningful for them. 
Through the rigour of my methodological design and process I have tried to remain as 
faithful as possible to the experiences of CPL as presented to me. These experiences 
are described in the “Findings”: Part C.  
 
PART C: FINDINGS 
The data gathered about CPL were both complex and varied as was expected from 
the research design. To describe the experience of CPL, I return to the metaphor of 
using the “lens” of phenomenology to frame this investigation of CPL. In chapter five 
the depth of field of that lens is altered to determine what is in focus. Doing this 
enables me to highlight three ways that the experience of professional learning can be 
discussed. These are: the experience of a specific learning situation, the experience of 
continuing to learn as a professional, and learning as part of the experience of being a 
professional. 
Before describing these three perspectives on CPL as viewed through a multifocal 
lens, a broad sweep of the data corpus is presented in section 5.1. This sketches the 
professional life-world of the participants thereby contextualising the findings for the 
reader. During interviews with participants, I asked for detailed descriptions of 
concrete situations where they considered they had learnt as a professional. Section 
5.2 provides a “close-up” view of the type and diversity of these specific learning 
situations. It became clear through the study that the experience of continuing to learn 
as a professional is not limited to single situations.  
Section 5.3 reveals the phenomenological structure of CPL. The phenomenological 
analysis allowed me to adopt a “mid-range” perspective looking across diverse 
learning situations. Doing so revealed commonalities that were essential for situations 
to be described by the participants as CPL experiences.  The structure of CPL details 
the relationship between the constituents so that not only commonalities but variance 
in experiences is accounted for. Vignettes of participants’ stories exemplify different 
ways that the structure of CPL manifests within the professionals’ lived experience.  
Finally, the “wide-angled” view in section 5.4 takes a broad perspective on how the 
experience of CPL contributes to being a practising professional. Chapter five 
concludes with a summary of the experience of CPL in section 5.5. 
Chapter Five 
Describing the Experience of CPL 
5.1 Professional Life-World 
From the holistic perspective taken in this study, the descriptions of CPL throughout this 
chapter are portrayed from within the professional life-world. Each description is imbued 
with the life-world, but because the focus of this chapter is on the holistic experience of 
CPL, some life-world details are not fully described. In order to contextualise the 
phenomenological structure of CPL, this chapter begins with a description of the 
professional life-world drawn from the complete data corpus. The life-world is discussed 
with respect to three particular aspects of the professional context: professional 
affiliations, employer organisations and local workplaces. 
5.1.1 Professional affiliations  
Most participants clearly identify themselves as an occupational therapist, a 
physiotherapist or a speech pathologist before thinking of themselves as an employee of 
a particular organisation. That is, their professional affiliation seems stronger than their 
employer connections. It is evident that the participants are aware of common 
expectations about a professional’s responsibility with respect to continuing learning. 
They all repeated, almost word for word, their perceived professional responsibilities to 
keep up-to-date with new knowledge and practices, maintain a quality service, be 
accountable and use evidence-based practice.6
These perceptions tally with documentation obtained from the three professional 
associations (see Appendix F). As only half of the participants are members of their 
association, this shared perception was presumably gained through interaction as part of 
the wider professional community. All three associations stress continuing professional 
development (CPD); the term widely used. Terminology such as “knowledge 
acquisition,” “updating knowledge” or “half-life of knowledge” is used rather than 
professional learning. Although learning is implied in many of the CPD statements, the 
 
6 Participants’ quotes (in italics) are sourced by pseudonym and line number, except where many 
participants use the same words. 
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focus of these documents and publicly accessible web pages is on professional 
standards, delivery of CPD activities and supervision of practice.  
Public accountability, with a commitment to CPD and maintenance of professional 
standards through accredited programs, is mentioned by all three associations in ways 
similar to the following:  
The Accredited Occupational Therapist (AccOT) Program demonstrates to 
employers and consumers of occupational therapy services that Accredited 
Occupational Therapists are actively maintaining their currency of knowledge 
and skills.… Through this clear identification, consumers, employers, 
authorities and agencies can easily determine that an Accredited 
Occupational Therapist meets high professional and ethical standards of 
practice. (OT Australia, 2006) 
In the current climate of accountability and litigation, there are moves towards 
mandatory and auditable CPD as a requirement of yearly registration of all health 
professionals (Medical Board of Queensland, 2005). All three associations award points 
for attendance at accredited courses as well as for other forms of individual CPD, such 
as reading articles or presenting to colleagues; requiring written evidence of CPD 
activities. Many participants mention that public acknowledgement of their knowledge 
and skills by peers, as a form of professional credibility, is necessary for career 
progression. 
The second focus of documents from professional associations is on delivery of CPD. 
Completing courses and staying up-to-date with research are stressed. The associations 
survey members to identify preferred content and method of delivery. There is a move 
towards more flexible delivery of programs through self-paced learning modules. Access 
to databases of critically appraised evidence of practice is provided, to facilitate 
awareness of research findings. All provide members with national scientific journals. 
Participants value these journals when the content is relevant to their practice. Despite 
this, many admitted to leaving them unread by the bed or sitting at the bottom of the 
briefcase because of lack of time. One participant noted that journals were often 
perceived as not relevant to practice, explaining: 
I think that there is probably a role for a journal, or at least a section of one, which 
encourages clinician’s viewpoints without the expectation that papers are well 
researched, referenced and scientific in nature. The present state of our current 
national journal does little to encourage the masses to contribute to discussions. I 
repeat what I said to you yesterday, the cutting edge is in clinical practice, not in 
the universities. (Dom, email) 
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Finally, all associations stress the need for supervision of therapists and offer varying 
degrees of support through mentor programs. The terms supervision, mentoring and 
support appear to be used interchangeably in many places in the documentation. The 
professionals also use these words interchangeably in the interviews despite the 
different inferences of the terms. For example, statements such as, I really need 
supervision to help me know what to do, were made in situations where a need for 
support or mentoring seemed implied. 
5.1.2 Employer organisations 
The two large government organisations, A and B, who employed 13 of the 16 
participants, publish clearly identifiable strategic directions and goals that include staff 
development (See Appendix F). Organisation A also has a learning and development 
policy for employees involving individual learning plans that are aligned with workplace 
priorities. None of these 13 participants mentioned or seemed aware of these policies. 
Some did comment, however, that these two organisations value the professionals’ 
ability to be accountable, develop measurable outcomes, and meet goals in a timely 
manner. 
Both organisations encourage performance reviews by the line manager who is usually 
not from the same profession. When participants mentioned a review, they did not 
generally see it as relevant to their CPL. For example Nola notes: My manager … 
doesn’t really understand what [a therapist] does. I've tried to give him some information 
but he’s not that interested. He doesn’t have a clue what I do (76). In the two large 
organisations, therapists as a group comprise only a small percentage of the employees. 
Participants commented on this minority status.  
One of my colleagues said that it’s like, it’s us and them but we’re never us, as 
therapists, we’re always them….  I don’t feel that the organisation understands 
why they need to have therapists … the decision makers don’t know, don’t really 
have any contact with therapists about decisions. (Nerida, 272) 
A few participants expressed a strong feeling of frustration at what they see as an 
abrogation of a social justice agenda, describing the organisation’s main focus as fiscal 
rather than client-centred, despite rhetoric to the contrary. Most of the participants are 
quite explicit in their feelings that neither they nor their contribution are valued. For 
some, this resulted in resignation. Sam notes, I’m leaving … due to frustration, 
dissatisfaction and feeling totally undervalued…. It has become very evident that I am 
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just a position number (454). Others pragmatically state they love what they do in their 
work but that being appreciated [would be] the icing on the cake (Mary, 212). 
The two smaller non-government agencies, C and D, have no published policies on 
professional learning, nor did the three participants from these organisations mention 
many of the workplace concerns commented on above by other participants. None of 
these three participants alluded to feeling that they or their work were not valued. 
All four organisations support staff to attend some CPD activities within budget 
constraints. Participants reported attending a variety of professional development 
activities provided by the workplace, professional associations or private providers; both 
within and outside working hours. Sometimes the organisations fund activities but all 
professionals attended self-funded activities as well. Two participants mentioned they 
were not granted organisational approval for funds or leave to attend CPD that had a 
specific therapy focus, as this focus did not align with organisational goals. The three 
workplace CPD sessions I attended were enthusiastically received, according to my 
observations and to organisational satisfaction surveys. The focus was on clinical 
practice, with client examples, preceded by theoretical background. They were delivered 
to a seated audience in a traditional didactic manner, but interaction and interjection 
were encouraged and did occur. 
Formal professional networks are supported to some degree by all organisations and 
participants agree on the value of these networks for their CPL. The networks are 
usually organised on the basis of location and profession, although some informal 
networking based on shared interests is reported. The network meetings I observed 
varied according to who facilitated the group. When a senior professional supervisor 
facilitated, the proceedings were reasonably formal. Participants tended to speak in turn, 
looked for the supervisor to lead and waited for her comments before proceeding. When 
the local network met without a supervisor the discussions were more informal with 
interaction between multiple participants. In particular, I observed more readiness of 
participants to admit failure or doubt in the latter situation. This was not observed when 
the supervisor was present. 
5.1.3 Local workplaces  
From the workplace visits and interviews, I became aware that the structure of the local 
workplace had an impact on CPL experiences. Participants commented, in particular, on 
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the impact of opportunities for interactions with other people and the value of flexibility in 
schedules and timetabling. 
All the participants work with other staff. Usually this includes other therapists as well as 
psychologists, teachers, nurses, residential care workers and administrative staff. Ten of 
the sixteen participants work in multi-disciplinary teams with regular interaction. The 
other six have minimal interaction with team members, because they work on different 
days or because of staff shortages and unfilled vacancies. In addition to interaction with 
clients, who range from children to adults, most of the therapists interact with the clients’ 
families. When I observed teams sharing space and time during the day, such as over 
lunch breaks, I noted significant interaction between them, described by them generally 
as catching up socially, sharing humour as a safety valve or brainstorming ideas about 
work. 
The pace, intensity and busyness of the professionals’ work situations is commented on 
in a negative way by most participants, especially in the large organisations if they had 
limited autonomy. Even when participants report coping with the workload, they use 
words such as, we’re just run off our feet, or we just dig away at the mountain of work. 
Some participants report working extended hours and having difficulty taking leave 
because of their perception of unmet client need and a high level of commitment to their 
clients. Many find that work intrudes on their personal lives. One younger professional 
commented: How does having a family fit in as well as maintaining our professional 
career? That worries me (Nola, 333). The high work load of front-line staff was 
commented on in a public enquiry into one of the government organisations where 
participants worked. 
Participants discuss a range of strategies for dealing with the intensity of work.  A 
process of prioritisation of client service is in place in one organisation with varying 
degrees of success according to the participants. In the other organisations prioritisation 
is decided upon locally. The working days of four participants are particularly tightly 
scheduled. After I finished an interview with one of these professionals to the sounds of 
the next client crying outside the door, the irony of a union notice about workload on the 
staffroom wall did not escape me. It states in bold print: “Say no to work overload. Speak 
up when you have too much to handle.”  
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5.2 Situations Where Professionals Learn 
Within the professional contexts described above, there were many different situations 
where professionals considered they had learnt. After describing their everyday work in 
the interviews, participants gave detailed descriptions of several learning situations. 
They described situations where, either at the time or in hindsight, they identified that 
something happened, resulting in learning. Using a term from a participant, I call these 
transition situations where the professional’s awareness of the situation changes. As 
expected, there are many types of transition situations. Some are relatively straight-
forward involving a chance encounter with a client or talking with a colleague. Others are 
complex, such as dealing with a client with multiple needs or resolving a difficult 
organisational dilemma. In all cases, the descriptions of one situation led to descriptions 
of others that are related in some way. 
Most participants discussed learning through clinical problem solving with clients, 
especially when the client had complex or unusual problems. A transition in awareness, 
where the therapist understood what was happening or saw the situation in a different 
way, occurred through various means. Feedback from the client, the addition of new 
information, or discussion with others was often involved in this change. Sometimes the 
situation was clear-cut, such as learning to apply a new technique with a client. Many 
learning situations, however, involved multiple shifts in awareness and concerned 
broader issues with clients, where professionals described moving over time to a more 
holistic or long-term perspective about practice issues. 
About half the participants began their descriptions of learning situations by discussing a 
CPD course. Invariably it was one attended some years ago but remembered because it 
was a significant learning experience. This is in contrast with general comments that 
participants learn little from many CPD courses because they are either not relevant or 
forgotten if not incorporated into practice. When probed further about CPD courses 
considered to be learning experiences, it became apparent that the course was only part 
of the learning experience, being always linked to other situations. For example, a 
transition in awareness sometimes occurred after a course when working with clients or 
talking with others. It is then that it all made sense, or the pieces fell into place. Only one 
professional described a transition in awareness during a course when she suddenly 
saw a whole new way of looking at her practice (Gina, 7). Some described transitions in 
awareness through several situations before a course, noting how the course confirmed 
an emerging change in their understanding. 
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Many significant transition situations were described where the focus of the shift in 
awareness is interaction with others. Every participant mentioned learning to work with 
others as part of their CPL experience, described as learning interpersonal skills,
communication skills or conflict resolution. The majority mentioned this as a crucial part 
of learning once a professional is in the workforce and one they generally felt 
unprepared for. Learning to work with others is ongoing, as even experienced therapists 
recounted significant learning experiences related to this area. Learning through 
interaction with others also included learning from the experience of teaching others or 
presenting to peers, and of being mentored and mentoring others. 
The learning situations described by the two least experienced therapists, working for 
less than two years, were focused on learning what to do as a professional. They 
explained what had helped them to learn initially and what difficulties they faced. The 
transition situations they described included learning where to start in complex situations 
and learning how to put the theory they knew into practice.
Finally, some descriptions of learning were about moral or ethical dilemmas and what is 
learnt through their resolution. Almost half the participants recounted how they learnt 
about themselves through CPL and two spoke of learning about learning. Thus 
descriptions of learning situations led to general comments about learning: what helps, 
what hinders, what is valued and which strategies are used. All participants expressed 
preferences for different ways of learning. The types of learning situations discussed in 
the interviews are summarised in Appendix G. 
The type of learning situations described in the 25 brief questionnaires from the pilot 
study did not differ from those in the interviews. This indicates that the CPL experiences 
of the sixteen interviewees are similar to this larger group. Similarly, the types of learning 
situations from the second round of interviews a year later were similar to those 
mentioned already. Further clarification was gained from the second interviews about 
what supports the professionals to continue learning and what they, their profession and 
the workplace value about learning. In two cases further contextual information about 
the local workplace was gained. In these cases, workplace dilemmas had worsened; 
resulting in frustration and anger on behalf of clients by one professional, and 
disillusionment and stress leave for the other.  
From this overview of learning situations, the diversity and complexity of the experience 
of CPL can be glimpsed. The problem with research that remains with specific instances 
of learning, describing specific factors that may encourage learning, is that similar 
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situations support learning for one person but not for another. In this study, the intention 
of asking participants to describe concrete situations where they had learnt as 
professionals was to draw out rich descriptions of the experience of CPL. Viewing these 
descriptions from a phenomenological perspective allows constituents of an experience 
rather than elements of a specific situation to be seen. The strength of a 
phenomenological approach to studying complex experiences is demonstrated in the 
following section.  
5.3 Phenomenological Analysis of CPL Experiences 
What is it about the various situations described in section 5.2 that make them 
identifiable to the participants, to other professionals and to myself as CPL? From the 
phenomenological analysis, four constituents, understanding, engagement, 
interconnection and openness are identified as essential to the experience of CPL. All 
of these constituents are present in each participant’s description of their CPL 
experiences. As mentioned in section 4.6.3.2, the essential structure of a complex 
experience revealed through phenomenological analysis is holographic, with each 
constituent incorporating the experience as a whole. The constituents are 
interdependent, but are separated below for the purpose of description. Their 
interdependence is evident in the short vignette of participants’ experiences, following 
each constituent.  
5.3.1 Structure of continuing professional learning 
The experience of continuing professional learning involves change in professional 
understanding through different types of learning transitions (constituent one). Such 
transitions occur when the professional is actively engaged in aspects of professional 
practice that they care about, perceive as uncertain, and see as novel (constituent two). 
Through multiple transitions, the experiences of professionals are interconnected over 
time with experiences of others as an iterative, circuitous and imaginative web 
(constituent three). Through these interconnections, continual professional learning is 
experienced as a process that is open to possibilities yet circumscribed by the 
professional’s particular working context (constituent four).  
An overview of the structure is shown in Table 5. In the following paragraphs, each 
constituent is outlined with the sub-constituents that comprise it. Variation is accounted 
for in each constituent. 
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Table 5: Constituents and sub-constituents of the structure of CPL 
 
CONSTITUENT 1: UNDERSTANDING 
Change in professional understanding  
 from prior understanding through learning transitions to changed 
understanding as a professional  
Variation in type of transition(s), involving:  
 knowing what to do 
 thinking about what to do  
 questioning what is done 
CONSTITUENT 2: ENGAGEMENT 
Active engagement in professional practice  
 cared about aspects of professional practice 
 perceived aspects as uncertain
 aspects of professional practice perceived in a novel way 
Variation in engagement in different aspects of professional practice and ways in which 
uncertainty is perceived by the professional. 
CONSTITUENT 3: INTERCONNECTION 
Interconnection of experiences over time  
 multiple experiences interconnected in a circuitous iterative web
 imagination draws together past, present and future  
 through dynamic interaction with others 
Variation in type of interactions and extent of shared experiences and understanding. 
CONSTITUENT 4: OPENNESS 
Circumscribed openness to possibilities  
 process of CPL is open-ended requiring openness of attitude
 opportunities and constraints of professional context shapes CPL  
 resolution of tensions between openness and context 
Variation in ways of resolving tensions, providing a unique quality imbuing the shared 
structure of CPL. 
Note: Constituents are bold, sub-constituents are underlined.
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In constituent one, change in professional understanding involves more than 
cognitive knowing, encapsulating all that a professional embodies and expresses 
through being a professional in practice. In situations where professionals describe 
having learnt, the prior understanding they bring to the situation is insufficient for the 
requirements of that situation, but changes through learning transition(s). Variation in 
this constituent is related to different types of transitions involving: knowing what to do, 
thinking about what to do, or questioning what is done. 
Constituent two describes how such change in understanding occurs, through the 
professional’s active engagement in aspects of professional practice that they care 
about and perceive as uncertain. Here professional practice pertains to a broad range of 
activities related to being a professional. Through learning, a feature of professional 
practice is perceived in a novel way as professional understanding changes. Variation in 
this constituent is related to engagement in different aspects of professional practice and 
the ways in which uncertainty in practice is perceived by the professional.  
Constituent three describes how multiple experiences of learning are interconnected 
over time in CPL. Professionals learn through dynamic interaction with a range of other 
people in an ongoing, circuitous and iterative manner that creates a web of 
interconnected experiences. In this process, the professional’s imagination draws 
together recollections of past experiences, awareness of the present situation and 
anticipation of future possibilities. This constituent accounts for and integrates the 
complex social and temporal dimensions of CPL. Variation in this constituent is related 
to the type of interactions that occur and the extent to which experience and 
understanding is shared. 
Constituent four describes how CPL is experienced as a process that is open to many 
possibilities because it occurs through engagement with others in the complexities of 
practice over time. CPL is open-ended with no clear beginning or pre-determined 
outcome, requiring an openness or flexibility of attitude on the part of the professional to 
cope with the inherent uncertainty of the process. Yet this openness is not infinite, but is 
circumscribed and shaped by the opportunities and constraints of the professional‘s 
working context. There are tensions between the possibilities inherent in CPL and the 
circumscription of context. Variation in this constituent is related to the way in which 
different professionals resolve these tensions. This resolution shapes the professional’s 
Chapter 5: Describing the Experience of CPL 
 109
Active ENGAGEMENT in    
Professional Practice 
 





experience of CPL, so that the learning of each professional has a unique quality 
although the structure of that experience is common to all the professionals. 
As illustrated in Figure 3, change in professional understanding is the core 
constituent. Active engagement in professional practice and interconnection of 
experiences over time describe in a chiasmic manner how such change in 
understanding occurs. Circumscribed openness to possibilities describes the way 
that the overall experience of CPL is shaped so that the change in understanding in CPL 
is expressed in a unique way. The arrows represent the dynamic interaction between 
constituents. 
 
Circumscribed OPENNESS  
to Possibilities 
 
Figure 3: Relationship between the constituents of CPL 
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In every experience of CPL there is the recognisable thread of all four constituents. As I 
describe each constituent in detail in the following four sections, I refer to other 
constituents as appropriate. Similarly the vignettes at the end of each section contain 
elements of all four constituents although one is highlighted. Throughout the descriptions 
I draw on participants’ words, shown in italics. 
5.3.2 Learning as change in professional understanding  
Constituent one, the keystone of the structure of CPL, describes how learning is 
essentially about change in professional understanding. In the study, professionals were 
asked to describe particular situations where they learnt as a professional (occupational 
therapist, physiotherapist or speech pathologist). Through exploring such concrete 
situations, participants spoke about how their understanding as professionals changes 
through learning.  
5.3.2.1 Change in professional understanding 
In common use, understanding refers to perceiving the meaning of something and is 
often used with reference to knowing and learning. In this study understanding 
encapsulates more than this. The word itself was widely used in interviews in the study. 
It was referred to by participants in the sense of being aware that they had learnt. The 
most common phrase used to describe understanding is making sense.
There is a holistic rather than purely cognitive sense to their notion of understanding that 
involves all aspects of being a professional. Participants describe understanding as 
including sensory perception, bodily awareness, humour, intuition, imagination and 
emotion, as well as cognition. Phrases used include: I saw it differently, I have a gut 
feeling, I just know when movement’s wrong, I learn so much from being hands on. Thus 
professional understanding is described as cognitive, intuitive, bodily, practical and 
emotional. 
Professional understanding refers to all the professional is and does as a particular 
professional; for example, an experienced speech pathologist working in a rural setting. 
Professional understanding includes this professional’s way of perceiving situations as 
well as way of practising. These aspects are not separate, as the way a professional 
approaches situations determines what she does and vice versa. Professional 
understanding draws together all aspects of being a particular professional as integral to 
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practising as a professional. That is, without a certain professional understanding it 
would not be possible to function in daily practice.  
While change can take many forms in professional experience, such as instigation of 
workplace changes, change in professional understanding is the crux of all the 
experiences of CPL described by the participants. Only when change in professional 
understanding occurs is CPL experienced. Professionals describe their professional 
understanding as second nature or commonsense. When a change in understanding 
occurred through learning one participant described this as having a new sense about it 
… rather than a common sense about it (Kim, 198).  
In the descriptions of learning, participants include who they are as a professional and 
how they change through learning. They comment that the way they see themselves (or 
understand themselves) as a professional changes, using phrases such as: I’m more 
realistic, I’m more confident, I’m more resilient. Many descriptions highlight the 
embodied nature of learning as a professional, that is as much about who the 
professional is, as it is about what she knows. Sometimes this description was explicit: 
My learning makes a change in my being, I become more aware of what I am (Charlie, 
311). At other times it was implicit: It really came home to me (70) was how Mary 
describes her change in understanding about a work situation, where the word “home” 
implies self. 
The varied experiences of CPL described by the participants changed the professionals’ 
understanding in some way. CPL involves a change in the way of thinking about self and 
work (who they are as professionals), the way of practising (what they do as 
professionals), what they felt they know, or their way of working with others. Professional 
understanding encapsulates all that a professional does and is, so that change in 
understanding alters some aspect of being a professional. But a professional is not an 
aggregate of parts, existing rather as a whole. All these aspects of professional 
understanding presuppose an understanding of being a professional in a particular way.  
The participants were articulate about their own particular way of being a professional, 
although such a specific question was not asked. When discussing CPL, they made 
comments such as: that’s just who I am, I’m by nature a reflective sort of person, I like to 
keep everyone happy at work, or I like challenges. Although such observations could 
also refer to their way of being more generally, these comments were made as part of 
their descriptions of learning as a professional. Thus professional understanding 
encapsulates all that a professional embodies and expresses through being a 
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professional in everyday practice. Through learning, there is some change in the 
professionals’ understanding of being a professional.  
5.3.2.2 Learning transitions
It is implicit in the nature of change that there is a transition from a previous condition to 
a different one. CPL involves transitional situations where a professional’s 
understanding changes, often over an extended period of time. The participants are 
aware of learning taking place in those situations, either at the time, on subsequent 
reflection or years later. Sometimes this change is apparently small, as Nerida describes 
in the Prologue: I saw [the client] in a different way after that (326). At other times the 
change seems far-reaching. For example, Kim said, referring to a change in her way of 
understanding her practice: It was wonderful…. It was just like I’d opened a door and 
[the situation] was different then (164). Together these transitions in understanding 
constitute the experience of CPL.  
Although it occasionally appeared that there was a single transition point, an “ah ha” 
experience, further discussion always revealed a series of transition periods leading to a 
learning situation as well as following it. Transition periods are part of the texture of the 
professional’s life-world, so that changes are understood in the context of the person’s 
current understanding of being a professional. In Nerida’s experience of learning 
mentioned above, her prior knowledge of the client and of what communication entails 
enabled her to learn from that brief exchange. Such interconnection of experiences is 
explained in detail in constituent three. 
A change in understanding implies a prior understanding. The professionals bring a prior 
understanding to professional situations based on their previous experiences and way of 
being a professional. For example, many therapists describe learning new techniques 
but they approach such learning situations with a sense of what the technique is and its 
potential relevance, otherwise they would not be able to make sense of their further 
investigations.  
In the descriptions of CPL this prior understanding was sufficient to engage interest, but 
insufficient for the requirements of the situation. All the participants spoke about 
uncertainty or not knowing what to do as part of learning, using phrases such as we 
didn’t have a clue or I felt unprepared. Prior understanding ranged from a feeling of not 
knowing to wanting to know more, for example: It was intriguing, I was curious. This prior 
understanding is not always experienced as a conscious awareness on the part of the 
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professional. At times it is only through change that prior understanding can be 
identified. For example, I now know what to do, implies I previously did not know. 
Change from an insufficient prior understanding to a new or different understanding is 
interpreted by participants as learning. 
5.3.2.3 Varying types of transitions
As stated previously there is considerable variation in the type of changes in 
understanding that occur in different learning transitions, yet all are interpreted as CPL. 
Three types of transitions where professional understanding changes are described in 
the experience of CPL: type one describes learning involving “knowing what to do”, type 
two describes learning through “thinking about what to do”, and type three describes 
learning that involves “questioning what is done”. Each type is described below. 
During the interviews a number of participants articulated how they had learnt but not 
realised it at the time. Learning through making and monitoring an on-the-spot 
judgement is a common description. It is described as, doing it and seeing if it works or 
trial and error. A professional does something, sees the result and modifies what she is 
doing immediately. This can be described as a type one transition (knowing what to do) 
where thought and action are inseparable. The professional is aware of what she is 
doing and the situation makes sufficient sense to modify and move on, yet she does not 
describe a process of deliberation, just a straight-forward: I tried it and saw if it worked. 
This is also described as making a [professional] judgment. It is a part of what the 
participants describe as everyday learning which they value highly: 
I think people miscredit the experience of just being in there and doing it. They 
don’t realize how much you actually get from that…. You develop a bit of a feel for 
things you know, after years you can short cut a bit because you know where 
things are heading or what things are more likely to work. (Gerri, 484) 
All the participants also describe learning involving type two transitions (thinking about 
what to do) as a conscious awareness of thinking to make sense of situations. Thinking 
is described in terms of: going inside my head, racking my brains, untying a few knots or 
being able to visualise what had happened. All the professionals spoke about thinking 
and doing in these experiences as separate though related. Many participants value 
time to think or talk about a situation when they are uncertain, to try to understand or 
work out what is happening or what is really going on, so they can proceed. Type two 
transitions occur when the professional is engaged in a situation that is challenging or 
when something unexpected happens, for example if what they are doing doesn’t work 
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out as planned and they try to work out why. This type of transition often, but not always, 
involves the use of problem solving or clinical reasoning strategies.  
Everyone said they think about situations in this way, but they rarely used the term 
“reflection”. When they do use this term it is usually in the sense of thinking about what 
to do. The outcome of reflection, described as productive reflection, is valued. Nerida 
explains her perception of reflection: I don’t know that I [reflect] as productively as I 
could…. I think I do sometimes tend to spend too much time thinking about stuff rather 
than actually trying it and putting it into practice (590). When asked for more details, she 
replied: You can theorize about whether or not something’s going to work but you can’t 
actually know … until you try it (592). 
Whereas all participants describe instances of type one and two transitions, only six of 
them describe type three. It is included within this constituent, however, as a variant of 
change in understanding. Type three transitions involve not merely thinking about 
practical situations, but questioning assumptions underlying these situations. In other 
words, although in all cases of learning, professional understanding changes in some 
way, in type three transitions the professional consciously reflects on certain aspects of 
professional understanding. For example, Sam describes learning that involves 
questioning her assumptions about being a professional, describing this as: Standing 
back and [thinking] am I imposing my values, my ethics, my morals onto the [client] and 
do I have the right to do that (394). 
These six participants spoke about understanding of being a professional in a 
substantially altered way because of learning, as exemplified by Gina, below, describing 
a whole new way of looking at everything. All situations involved a challenge to the 
professional’s understanding of being a professional. Olivia describes how she saw a 
serious misunderstanding in professional communication as being due to our different 
assumptions, and how she learnt to re-evaluate my way of communicating [as a 
professional]. All the professionals who described type three transitions as part of their 
learning were experienced therapists, but not all experienced therapists described 
learning that involved such challenges.  Others may of course have questioned in this 
way but not mentioned it in the interviews. This type of transition alters the framework 
through which the professionals interpret and derive meaning from their practice. 
The fact that both level two and three transitions take time to think was seen as a 
problem for the many professionals who are in the busy work situations outlined in 
section 5.1.3. Those who expressed a desire for more time to think sometimes found it 
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difficult to make time as they always have higher priorities. Some see thinking as such a 
high priority that they make time even if it is outside work hours. The varied impact of 
such constraints on learning is detailed in constituent four, openness. 
5.3.2.4 Vignette: A whole new way of looking at everything
The following example illustrates the way that constituent one is an essential part of the 
experience of CPL for one professional. An experienced therapist7, Gina, describes how 
she learnt through attendance at a course a decade ago. Gina had worked for some 
time with the children who were used as case studies in the course and she had 
experienced some frustration with previous approaches to therapy with these children. 
Unlike many courses she had attended, during this one she experienced a significant 
change in her professional understanding (constituent one): 
It was like magic.… Seeing [the course leader] work with a child we knew, how the 
child responded so quickly to her non intervention.… We saw a better way to go. A 
whole new way of looking at everything, about how to get activity from a child.… A 
real changeover in my thinking. It was immediate, it happened that day, it was 
huge. (Gina, 7) 
Learning in this situation involved a significant challenge to the way that Gina and her 
colleagues understood their way of working. Gina was able to critically examine her 
previous assumptions and make changes in her way of practising (an example of type 
three transition): 
[The course leader] was direct. She told us the methods we were using were 
hopeless.… Some people got defensive, some liked it. I was excited as the child 
was happy and I saw she was learning. I decided to try and use it almost 
immediately at work…. She made sense, she was credible because we’d seen her 
work (Gina, 9). I was challenged … I was trusting my gut instinct and what she 
said, but it was really flying across traditional therapy thinking (Gina, 34). 
Gina has learnt more about this approach since then, exploring it through ongoing active 
engagement in practice (constituent two): How did I get a grasp on what she was 
saying? From practical experience. I’m a very practical learner (12). She continues to 
learn through day-to-day situations with clients in an iterative manner: I did read what 
she wrote but I had to go over and over it … and then something would click with my 
practical observations (13). As Gina works, observing her clients’ reactions and making 
small changes to what she does, she describes interpreting what happens on the spot 
(type one transition): There are certain illuminating experiences. Not every day, but then 
7 I use the generic term therapist rather than occupational therapist, physiotherapist or speech 
pathologist to avoid revealing the participant’s identity. 
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a run of them.… I tend to respond intuitively to what I see (21). In this way her 
experiences are interlinked (constituent three). 
Her learning also involves type two transitions, thinking about what is happening with 
clients through discussion with other staff and going back over books on the topic: 
[We’ve had] lots of discussion about how we would put it into practice (9). Every time I 
read her books something else comes out … once I’ve seen a practical situation, it 
makes sense (19). I take home books and plan … a lot of time spent thinking, problem 
solving (168). 
Over a number of years, Gina’s understanding of being a professional has changed 
considerably through these experiences of learning. As she explains, with reference to 
her current professional understanding: Now I have a clearer understanding … I have a 
more rounded holistic approach in general (15). 
This example demonstrates several aspects of constituent one, how Gina’s professional 
understanding changes through CPL. Her understanding involves more than cognition, 
encompassing all she embodies through being a professional: her gut instinct, her way 
of looking at things. Through the experience of CPL her prior understanding of her 
practice is demonstrated to be inadequate, and changes. This example also 
demonstrates all three types of transitions. Although she experienced a major transition, 
there are continuing illuminating experiences often interconnected as a run. Elements of 
constituent two and three can be seen as her understanding continues to evolve through 
ongoing engagement in practice and interconnection over time with others.   
Thus understanding in this analysis is complex and multilayered. To re-iterate, 
professional understanding is a broad, holistic concept referring to understanding of a 
specific professional situation at the same time as it refers to how someone understands 
themselves as a professional. All the different forms of professional understanding 
described in this constituent presuppose a certain understanding of being a professional. 
Change in professional understanding is a basic constituent of the experience of 
learning as a professional, permeating the other three. These other constituents 
describe how professional understanding changes through CPL. 
5.3.3 Learning through engagement in professional practice 
Constituent two describes how changes in professional understanding occur through 
engagement in practice. In all the learning experiences described by participants, 
including the example of Gina above, a change in understanding occurred whilst the 
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professional was actively engaged in some aspect of professional practice. Specifically, 
learning occurs when they care about this aspect, perceive it as uncertain and a novel 
feature is revealed. There is wide variation within this constituent because of the 
diversity of learning situations and types of engagement described in the data. There is 
also variation in how uncertainty in professional practice is perceived. 
5.3.3.1 Active engagement in professional practice
All the participants strongly express in different ways that being actively engaged is 
essential to the experience of learning as a professional. This is the most readily 
apparent constituent of the structure of CPL. Although all the descriptions of learning 
involve work situations, active engagement in professional practice did not necessarily 
mean being located at work. Professional practice encompasses a broad range of 
activities related to being a professional. While at work, they may be working with clients 
or talking with colleagues. In some cases they describe being at CPD workshops or 
weekend social events with people from work. Sometimes they are at home at night 
thinking about work, a commonly reported occurrence.  
All the descriptions of learning involve the professional being actively involved in 
professional practice in some way, by thinking, talking, watching, writing or taking action, 
usually in combination over a period of time. Taking action varies from working with a 
client to going to a library to get information.  
Situations where learning takes place are commonly related to an issue at work 
involving a client. It may be working out why a specific client has problems, or more 
broadly related to service delivery, such as learning to work with other staff in 
implementing a program.  Many comment that it is only through active engagement in 
practice, when they do something for themselves or see something work for themselves, 
that they feel they learn. 
For example, Lisa had read about a therapeutic strategy but didn’t understand it until 
she used it following a workshop. She said: I flicked through [the book] a couple of times 
but it just didn't quite gel with me. It didn't really make much sense, I suppose because I 
hadn't seen anyone use it. I like to see it for myself (344). Wim also describes a 
workshop where she and experienced peers worked with clients together, noting the 
doing was enough. Because I had a bit of a background, it wasn’t as important to 
discuss the whys. It’s really seeing it in practice that’s what we needed (175).  
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Amongst less experienced professionals there is often a problem becoming engaged. 
They feel they have a lot of theory but had trouble putting it into practice. Describing her 
first year of work, Nerida stated: The more I knew, the less I could act, because I felt like 
I knew I didn’t know enough, or I wasn’t taking everything into consideration (384). A
significant learning experience in Nerida’s first year of work involved working with a 
therapy student, as it reminded her that she knew more now than she had as a student, 
but was now less willing to act. She reflected on her current assumptions about having 
to know it all before acting and describes her changed understanding following the 
student’s visit as follows: 
It doesn’t matter if I don’t know everything to start with, as you can just try and 
learn as you go….  Next time I had a client as soon as we worked out a focus … I 
made the resources and started support … instead of dilly dallying for ages.… It’s 
good if you can take [everything] into consideration, but if you can’t, then you can 
still give things a go, and if it doesn’t work then you modify it instead of … thinking 
you have to have it perfect to start with. (Nerida, 396) 
5.3.3.2 Caring about practice 
The second important aspect of all the situations where professionals learn is that they 
care about the situation. There are a variety of ways that the participants describe how 
certain aspects of professional practice in which they are engaged concern them or 
matter to them. They all express a deep concern about their clients’ wellbeing and value 
their role in making a difference through helping or assisting them. Dom states: I really 
feel there are not too many jobs where … you feel as though you have the opportunity to 
have an effect on the way that somebody else lives their life (232). Nerida related what 
many professionals express: What’s the point of learning [unless you can] make a 
difference to clients? (244). 
But caring about the situation extends beyond caring about the clients. As a few 
professionals note: We have to make therapy interesting to engage clients and likewise 
we only learn if we’re interested (Gina, 204). Professionals describe themselves while 
learning as excited, curious or stimulated. They say they enjoy learning. They 
sometimes express a passion for finding a better way through learning and describe 
learning as active exploration. Carl maintains that CPL is about finding creative new 
ways to practise, a fresh approach … to stop [the client] getting bored as well as us, to 
spice things up for ourselves and them (202). 
Caring about aspects of professional practice includes difficult as well as positive 
emotions. Some professionals consider they learn a lot from situations that are 
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challenging or even disturbing, but only where they care about the situation or value the 
potential outcome. Gerri reports how she learnt through the challenge of presenting to 
her peers. She cared about the impression her peers formed about her work, and 
consequently about her. She describes how her professional understanding changed not 
because her practice altered, but because her confidence in what she was already doing 
was enhanced.  
We had to video ourselves working with [a client] … as a case presentation to our 
professional peers.… It was all very confronting … exposing myself … that was 
very terrifying, but it was very helpful.… And I’ve tended to find that the things that 
are the most confronting or the most difficult tend to be the ones that you learn the 
most. (Gerri, 248) 
This notion of caring about their practice reinforces the essential nature of this sub-
constituent in that it is not possible to make a professional learn, because CPL involves 
active engagement in a situation that the professional cares about. The participants are 
explicit about the fact that they don’t learn when they are not interested or they see 
situations as irrelevant to them. Gina as well as many others describes how she only 
learns from CPD courses that are directly relevant to her practice: I always forget the 
[others], about half are useless (224). Carl demonstrated the need to care about 
professional practice in CPL. He describes how he thinks it time he left the profession, 
as he has disengaged from his professional practice, and worries that he no longer fulfils 
his professional responsibility in continuing to learn. 
5.3.3.3 Uncertainty in learning
Another important feature of the experience of CPL is that something is uncertain or 
unsatisfactory about situations where professionals learn. Expressions are used such as 
his movement was unusual or his behaviour didn’t fit any pattern I knew. Sometimes 
there is a perception that something about the situation needs to change. In situations 
involving miscommunication, for example, comments were made such as, we got to a 
point where we had to act or I just hit a brick wall. These perceptions trigger the 
transition where learning is experienced.  
The uncertain and ambiguous nature of everyday professional practice with multiple 
factors to be considered is seen as a problematic feature of practice for many, but not 
all, of the participants. Less experienced therapists say they feel unprepared for this: 
[Practice] isn’t clear cut … like at Uni. Regardless of the professional’s feelings about 
uncertainty in practice, uncertainty is an important feature of learning. Being comfortable 
with uncertainty varies greatly amongst professionals as is described in section 5.4. 
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Uncertainty or not knowing is identified by all participants as one of the features of 
situations where they learn. A common experience of learning involves working out what 
to do in uncertain situations, often with the help of others. Nola, for example, describes 
how she learns with her team members: 
I guess with most of the [clients] here, they have lots of different issues so it’s 
trying to pick apart and decide where to start.… So there’s been some where 
we’ve just had no idea. [As a team], we’ve had to do an observational assessment 
and through trial and error … just work it out. (Nola, 123) 
Uncertainty about situations is related to not knowing. Admitting to not knowing enables 
professionals to learn from what doesn’t work and from others’ experiences. Sam notes 
that professionals have to be willing to admit they’ve made mistakes and be open to 
learn from them (342). Being able to express not knowing and accept that it is 
impossible to know everything is dependent not only on the professional’s self-
confidence, but also on the workplace culture in which she works, as is discussed in 
constituent four. Not knowing is an important precursor to learning. 
Regardless of the type of learning experience described, uncertainty is a feature of 
situations where learning takes place. Something is different or unusual, unclear or 
confusing, or needs changing in situations where professionals learn. Being engaged in 
and caring about these situations leads to learning. Through learning, a situation, as part 
of the experience of being a professional engaged in practice, is understood in a novel 
or different way. 
5.3.3.4 Revealing the novel
When participants learn, they describe something new being revealed or added as part 
of learning. In many cases participants describe new information, in the form of 
something they read, heard or saw that they could draw on to help make sense of an 
uncertain situation. Participants usually express preferred ways of seeking information 
such as: I like to watch others and then try something; I get a lot from reading; Talking to 
others helps me make sense; I learn so much from client feedback. Thus the 
experiences of professionals are interconnected (constituent three) through interaction 
with others whilst engaged in learning.  
Sometimes information is actively sought and brought back to a complex situation, while 
at other times it is remembered from a past situation. Information is never seen as all 
being available at one time, but is accumulated over time. Often information is described 
as clues about a situation that give the professional ideas about what to do. A number of 
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participants describe learning as finding new ways of doing something to keep both 
themselves stimulated and their clients interested: I guess I really like to look for things 
that are new…. So I get quite excited when I find something new (Kathy, 69). New ideas 
or information on their own are not sufficient for learning however. It is only when these 
relate to a situation that the professional cares about, is engaged in, and sees as 
uncertain or unsatisfactory, that they lead to learning. 
On occasion, the new occurrence is a shift in the professionals’ understanding because 
of what a client or co-worker says or does that enlightens them or illuminates the 
experience. Sometimes a prior understanding about the situation is confirmed so that 
what changes is the professional’s confidence about her own perspective, such as when 
Gerri presented to her peers. Sam comments that what she learnt from a workshop 
served to reconfirm what she had been thinking: That it wasn’t just me thinking this is 
really important … that I was on what I perceived philosophically to be the right track 
(160). Indeed one therapist described learning as becoming aware of something that I 
was previously unaware of (Nerida, 664). 
In whatever way a novel feature is revealed, it precipitates a change in the professional’s 
prior understanding of that aspect of professional practice. This change varies widely 
amongst the participants depending on the learning situation they are describing. It can 
range from a specific change in understanding how to use a technique (I know how to do 
that now) to a broad change in understanding practice (I’m more holistic, I see the big 
picture when I treat). It can range from an altered way of understanding a client (I saw 
him in a different way) to a new personal insight into who they are as a professional (I
really had to look at my assumptions about how I communicate as a professional). No 
matter how diverse these changes are, they have in common that when professionals 
learn, their understanding of being a professional alters so that they understand and 
approach their practice differently.  
5.3.3.5 Vignette: Putting the pieces together
Mary’s experiences illustrate how CPL occurs through engagement in practice, linking 
the sub-constituents of constituent two. Mary, an experienced therapist, describes a 
recent situation where she learnt through working out what was happening with a 
specific client, who presented as a challenging problem that didn’t fit any particular 
pattern [she] knew (44). Mary had been working with this client for some time and tried 
different strategies but nothing seemed to work. She felt uncertain, explaining: I didn’t 
really know what’s going on (130). Mary values her ability as a logical problem solver 
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and feels that being able to work out what’s going on … is the essence of what I do [as a 
professional ] (124). She describes her learning: 
Usually when you find [a situation] that doesn’t quite fit the picture you try to 
expand. Okay, so it’s not just the normal quality of movement there are other 
factors going on here. And you consider the many different conditions and the 
many different combinations that can occur, and there can still be ones like this 
[client] where they still don’t quite fit with all of those pictures that you’ve built up in 
your mind. (Mary, 138) 
In relation to this situation, Mary also described a course she'd done two years ago and 
how she kept going back to the course notes as she worked with different clients. Over 
time, through a combination of course information and experience with clients, her 
understanding about the situation with this client changed. Suddenly she saw the 
situation in a novel way, so that she knew what to do and where to go next. In addition, 
her understanding about the content of the course also changed, influencing the way 
that she now approaches and acts with clients in other situations. She describes this 
transition experience as follows: 
You thought you had an idea of what [the course leader] was actually talking about 
at the time, so … you go back through, and then it’s like revising, it’s almost like 
going back over it again and going yes, now I do really understand what she was 
talking about. And yes, I have seen that now in what I have actually found lately.… 
And suddenly that penny drops. I really have taken that knowledge on board, and I 
know that bit now. So, you’re continually finding that the pieces are all fitting in … 
are falling into place. (Mary, 40) 
Mary describes being actively engaged in learning in situations where she feels 
uncertain as putting the pieces together, through multiple interconnected experiences 
over time. Moreover, she cares about being able to really work out what is happening in 
such uncertain situations as she values this way of being a professional. Mary describes 
how through such experiences her professional understanding changes. She describes 
herself as a professional who is becoming less rigid in my thinking, more open to new 
ideas [with a] more holistic and long term focus with clients (154). 
This example clarifies what makes a situation in professional practice one where a 
professional learns through engagement. It is not just working actively with a client that 
leads to learning; it is not just the gaining of new information from books or courses that 
leads to learning; it is not just caring about work that leads to learning. These are drawn 
together, changing a professional’s understanding, through engagement in practice. 
Mary’s descriptions also highlight that her learning involved interconnected experiences 
over time, as described in constituent three.  
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5.3.4 Learning through interconnection over time  
Constituent three describes how CPL involves the interconnection of multiple 
experiences as a complex web of understanding. As stated previously, this constituent 
accounts for and integrates the social and temporal dimensions of CPL. No participants 
describe learning that is isolated to a single transition situation. In other words, the 
experience of CPL is broader than specific learning situations and more than mere 
accumulation of them. Professionals learn with others over time in a dynamic, circuitous 
and iterative process creating a web of interconnected understanding. 
Participants are clear that CPL is ongoing and continuous, with many using the term 
lifelong. Those with extensive experiences speak of continuing learning after retirement: 
Learning is my way of operating.… It’s just something that I’ve probably done 
continuously over the last twenty years.… It’s a normal part of my life (Mary, 214). 
Another aspect of the continuing nature of professional learning is that there is always 
more to know and you can never know it all. Inexperienced professionals found this 
aspect overwhelming, whereas some others felt stimulated by the never-ending nature 
of CPL and said that continuing to learn stopped them feeling bored or stagnant in their 
work.  
5.3.4.1 Circuitous and iterative web
Although learning evolves or unfolds over time, professionals do not describe this 
process as structured or linear. When Olivia was an undergraduate three years ago, she 
saw knowledge as more precise and determined. She now concludes that: Learning isn’t 
a straight path (273). Neither is it a path that is easily followed in a prescribed manner, 
as Carl describes below: 
I think what I tend to do … for professional development … I tend not to follow up 
things to the letter, I tend not to go back over my notes and it’ll be little islands of 
information that I happen to retain and I think, well I can apply that in some way, 
but I cannot just do things as prescribed. (Carl, 108) 
Because of the interconnected nature of learning, professionals spoke of becoming 
aware how numerous situations can be viewed as connected in a web of significance. 
Charlie describes learning as a journey where one thing leads to another in a circuitous 
way, with learning in one area applicable to other areas. For example, he heard about 
systems theory years ago and saw its applicability as a way of making sense of certain 
features of his practice.  He describes how, as his understanding changed, he saw it 
could help him make sense of other areas as well: 
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I read more about it just for fun … like a search for meaning through work as well 
as thinking well this is actually worth it.… [It was] not until I began to study it [I saw 
I could] apply this everywhere … and it’s like having a new religion … you know a 
thing that you saw the whole world through … a way of understanding the world. 
(Charlie, 72) 
Professionals describe CPL as iterative as well as circuitous, saying: I often revisit 
situations, I keep going back until it makes sense. It is also described as circular. Gerri 
explains, I’ve got to sort of loop right the way round and there actually is an end point if I 
can remember where I started (830). In the vignettes above that summarise constituents 
one and two, Mary and Gina described going backwards and forwards, from observing 
and working with clients, to reading and discussing with colleagues, until they 
understand a situation.  
Although circuitous and unstructured in many ways, continuity and perseverance over 
time was noted as important in CPL to see what worked and learn from that. This is only 
possible where the professionals care enough about the situation. Wim describes how 
she learnt by working through a difficult situation she wanted to resolve: I think it’s the 
fact that I didn’t run away the first time it all went wrong. But [said] let’s try this a different 
way (80). As she states: [Learning] is about perseverance and sticking to your guns and 
the continuity in seeing what happens in the end (80). It is often in hindsight, when 
learning could be viewed as an entire process, that various parts of it make sense. The 
vignette of Olivia at the end of this constituent highlights this feature. 
In these examples, the professional’s understanding changes through a circuitous 
learning process that shifts backwards and forwards, as well as round and round, 
creating complex web-like interconnections of significance as understanding changes. 
Through this process the professional’s understanding of specific situations as well as 
overall understanding of being a professional can change over time. 
5.3.4.2 Imagination draws together
In this study, the professionals describe using their imagination to draw on past 
experiences, integrate them with the present situation, and anticipate and plan for future 
possibilities. Imagination is described here as a dialectic entwining of the past, present 
and future in professional practice. For example, Carl talks about a workshop where he 
learnt about a new therapeutic strategy he was interested in. He describes his (present) 
perception at the workshop, saying: This is something I imagine could work (20), (in the 
future) referring to clients with whom he’d had little success with (in the past). 
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Those who did not use the word imagination express this notion in other ways involving 
imagery. The concept of images is widely used by participants in their descriptions of 
learning. Many describe bringing up visual memories of past experiences. Visual 
imagery is used to describe changing awareness during present situations: It was 
illuminating, I could see it worked. Imagination was also used to anticipate creative 
ways to work with clients in the future. Thus the professional’s imagination provides a 
link between engagement in situations referred to in constituent two and openness to 
possibilities in constituent four. 
Imagination includes planning what to do next with a client or work situation and thinking 
of creative ways in which to do it, drawing on memory and visualisation. For example, 
Gerri describes how she and another professional try to work out creative ways to obtain 
a particular response from a child: You’re continually using your imagination and 
problem solving. You know what you want to happen, but how are you going to get it to 
happen? (504). Together, they work from past experience with the client, using their 
imagination to think up creative possibilities to try. She describes how, because they can 
anticipate possible future results, they know when something works in the present, and 
thereby learn new ways to approach similar problems in the future.  
Anticipation of possibilities is reliant on past experiences, although not limited to those of 
the individual professional, as experiences are shared through interaction. For example, 
Nola, a relatively new graduate, describes how despite her theoretical knowledge she 
found it difficult to know what to actually do as a therapist. In particular, being creative 
and doing new things with [clients] was where I struggled (50). She drew on other 
professionals’ past experience, by observing them in present situations and asking them 
for creative ideas to try in the future. Thus imagination allows sharing of experiences 
with others over time, linking the social and temporal components of this constituent. In 
other words, through interaction with others’ experiences over time, understanding can 
be shared.  
5.3.4.3 Dynamic interaction with others
In this study, participants stress the social nature of CPL, involving interaction with a 
wide range of peers, clients and their families. These interactions are highly valued and 
dynamic, incorporating multiple changing interplays between people over time. Even in 
solitary activities, such as reading, the professionals describe relating what they read to 
professional practice, which is by nature a social activity. The importance of dialogue 
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between people is stressed; not only spoken, but also written, virtual (in cyberspace) 
and imaginary (remembered or anticipated).  
Professional learning involves both learning with others and learning about others 
through a range of shared experiences. The nature of these interactions and the 
learning involved varies with the degree of understanding between people. Thus 
professional learning can result from situations such as collaborative team problem 
solving where understanding is shared, as well as from situations involving 
misunderstanding and confrontational, interpersonal conflict. In describing the widely 
varying nature of interaction in CPL, I focus first on the people involved, secondly on the 
nature of interactions where people learn, and finally on degree to which understanding 
is shared. 
All participants stressed that they learn from others. Although experienced professionals 
can be helpful mentors in CPL, participants also learn from less experienced 
professionals, as well as from clients and their families. Client feedback is sometimes 
immediate in that professionals gain a response to intervention and integrate that into 
their next action intuitively. Professionals also gain long term feedback from clients as 
part of their learning about what works. In fact it is often from people (professionals or 
clients) who have a different perspective that participants learn the most: They just know 
different things and you learn from them and you see their perspective … and that is 
really helpful (Wim, 8). 
Networks or teams act as valuable learning resources for most of the professionals, 
offering the opportunity to talk, question and share ideas. Many comment that they learn 
most at CPD days from talking to others. Where supportive networks are not available, a 
few proactive professionals describe establishing their own online.  
Professionals learn by sharing experiences with their peers through watching or talking 
with them. Nola describes that: I would remember by looking and then I’d kind of 
visualize [the situation] again (107). Wim notes the importance of mak[ing] better use of 
the ideas of other people [whereas] I had felt a kind of pressure that all the solutions had 
to come from me (289). Many participants express an opinion that whilst learning from 
others’ work is acceptable initially, they shouldn’t continue doing so as it exposes the 
fact that they don’t know.
Two key issues about the nature of the interactions described are the degree of trust 
and the ability to question. These issues are related. Learning between peers usually 
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involves giving and receiving feedback. A number of participants clearly articulate the 
importance of a sense of trust between colleagues before candid feedback can be 
shared. Olivia mentions the value of people being comfortable with one another, 
knowing that you haven’t got to present an image (95). She later explains such trust in 
more detail: It’s really about learning to feel comfortable that you don’t know (280). 
The texture of such learning interactions became clearer after I visited workplaces and 
network meetings. Questioning plays an important role, as described in the observation 
of work in the Prologue. I observed that it was in more relaxed environments where 
interactive questioning occurred. Most of the questioning between professionals involved 
questions such as: Why do you think that happened? or What will I do now? There was 
little questioning of underlying assumptions described in peer learning. Many 
participants seem uncomfortable with such challenges. 
Some participants describe a sense of belonging or connection when a cohesive team 
or network develops a sense of trust where open questioning is possible. For example, 
Gerri reports learning within her inter-disciplinary team that involves trust and the 
development of a shared perspective through valuing others’ perspectives: 
The people on the team are generally not very defensive professionally.… I know 
it takes a little while whenever you’re starting your job to sort of wriggle your way in 
and work out what your boundaries are with the other professionals, so that you 
are not treading on toes and offending each other, and yet still feeling that you’re 
able to practise the way that is appropriate. (Gerri, 152) 
Learning from those of a different profession, as described above, is possible when 
professional boundaries are flexible. Like others, Gerri notes how her understanding of 
being a professional changes through such interactions: My value systems and my 
concepts of what’s possible and appropriate have evolved massively over these last few 
years, because of the influences of the range of people on the team (170). She adds 
how through such learning experiences, she has grown as a person (616). 
A crucial aspect of such interactive professional learning is learning about other people’s 
perspectives. This is usually described as: understanding others, learning to work with 
others or interpersonal skills. It is described as not only one of the most important 
aspects of learning to be a professional, but one of the most valuable ways to learn as a 
professional. Many participants comment that their professional education did not 
adequately prepare them for understanding the perspectives of others. 
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Sometimes different perspectives can be confronting but in the few professionals who 
felt comfortable being challenged, these are seen as valuable learning opportunities. 
Sam describes an interaction with another professional who has very different opinions 
on issues. This other professional was very forthright in her opinions, but Sam respects 
her credibility to challenge and actually seeks out such challenges because they help 
her to question her assumptions about her practice (36). Charlie agrees with this 
approach, noting that other peoples’ perspectives show up things that have become 
rituals and habits of what we do (217). 
Learning can occur through misunderstandings, even when these are problematic. For 
example, much of the therapeutic intervention planned by therapists is implemented by 
others. Often there is a difference in the way that intervention is understood or valued by 
different people. Participants comment that people wouldn’t follow through with therapy 
programs. Many of the participants describe situations where they are frustrated by what 
they see as miscommunication. Despite feelings of exasperation, some comment that 
problematic workplace situations such as these can lead to profound CPL experiences. 
Such learning stems invariably through clarifying a mismatch in expectations, when 
people work from different assumptions (Olivia, 13). The professionals describe a 
number of ways that their understanding of themselves and their practice changes 
through learning to work with others. Often such learning leads to more effective 
practice: So it actually works and makes a difference. 
5.3.4.4 Vignette: How will I do it differently next time?
The sub-constituents of learning through interconnection are drawn together in the 
description of Olivia’s experience of CPL. By describing how she learns through 
interaction with others over time, Olivia explains the interconnection of social and 
temporal aspects of CPL in this constituent. She describes drawing on her imagination 
to link what she and others experience in finding creative solutions to problems. In 
particular, in working with others with different perspectives, she examines and reframes 
her own assumptions about how she understands herself as a professional (constituent 
one).  
Olivia describes learning through a situation involving miscommunication. She explains: 
We’re working with clients but also their carers and there can be … a big difference 
between what could be done versus what [the carers] can actually do (3). Because of 
conflict over this issue, Olivia re-examined her understanding about how she 
communicates as a professional. She changed by focusing on building an alliance with 
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the carers … [through] reflecting a lot and trying to understand and see what are the 
different lives for these people (169). She tries to see the perspectives of others in 
situations: The carers have many other factors that they’re coping with (35). Through 
doing so, Olivia describes reframing her expectations and the focus of her therapy to suit 
the circumstances: Moving away … from textbook approaches or big goals that could 
actuate if everyone was on board, instead taking it back down to tiny simple meaningful 
things (33) that the carers can achieve.  
Olivia also speaks about other learning situations where as a team she and colleagues 
have worked through conflict, developing shared trust. She explains that: There were 
people wanting to leave [work] and yet we’ve managed to come together. [It’s been] their 
learning experience as well as mine (95). She has learnt through these shared 
experiences with the team to deal with difficult organisational issues involving unstated 
expectations and miscommunication. Olivia explains how learning as a professional 
extends beyond learning about therapeutic interventions with clients: It relates to any 
professional. It’s not just the discipline specific stuff … that other area of learning 
[interpersonal] has been really big for me (81). 
Olivia explains that through her active engagement in these uncertain aspects of 
practice that she cares about (constituent two), learning with and about others, her 
professional understanding has changed over time. She notes the iterative way in which 
she learnt about communication from previous experiences, for example: 
[I’ve] learnt that there is perhaps more of a process [to communication] … and 
working through that whole debriefing process and making sure that you’re 
wrapping it up [is important]. Because where I have made mistakes is where I 
have not completed that process properly. My learning is about … how am I going 
to deal with it, how am I going to do it differently next time? (Olivia, 25) 
For Olivia, interaction with others is crucial to learning as a professional. Through 
developing shared understanding and relationships (33) with others, she is able to 
question both her assumptions and those of others. She explains that: 
The bottom line is we’re all people and sometimes you're facing really tough 
issues whether its colleagues, managers, or day to day carers (91). So [learning] 
is not just to do with your core profession [although it’s] related to it … but such a 
large part is also just learning as a person (Olivia, 149) 
Like a number of other professionals, however, Olivia is worried that through a focus on 
people instead of techniques she has moved away from being a real therapist (35). 
Through continuing to learn as a professional, Olivia describes a change in her 
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understanding of being a professional to one who is more open to different possibilities: 
That’s what learning is for me. Understanding that there's not just that one way but it’s a 
big broad area with many branches (280). The way in which the experience of CPL can 
be described as open is described below. 
5.3.5 Learning as circumscribed openness to possibilities 
Constituent four, openness, describes how CPL is a process that is open to possibilities 
due to the very nature of the other three constituents. Thus the professional’s active 
engagement in the complexities of practice, through an interconnected web of 
experiences with others over time, opens a broad range of possibilities that allow 
changes in understanding.  
This sense of openness in the learning experiences described by participants makes 
CPL different from most undergraduate learning in which participants describe 
processes, situations and outcomes as contained. Yet this openness is not infinite but is 
experienced by participants as circumscribed by boundaries, some more explicit and 
overt than others. These boundaries shape the experience of learning, sometimes 
constraining it, at other times offering opportunities. Tensions exist between the 
possibilities of openness and the circumscription of many contexts that are resolved by 
the professionals in different ways. Because this tension reflects a multifaceted interplay 
between each professional and her working context, its resolution is complex and varied.  
5.3.5.1 Openness to possibilities
Openness to possibilities in CPL is a sub-constituent with two interrelated features. As 
alluded to in constituent three, CPL involves an open-ended process with no clear 
beginning or pre-determined outcome. Because of this, professionals describe the need 
to develop an open attitude to cope with the inherent uncertainty of learning. I describe 
firstly the open process, followed by the way that professionals deal with this openness.   
Being web-like and open-ended, CPL is not structured in any well-defined or step-by-
step way. Neither is learning described as neat and self-contained, but often messy and 
always interconnected. It is often difficult to identify a starting point. Some professionals 
comment that they didn’t set out to learn about a particular area and that the process of 
learning is sometimes serendipitous once the professional is engaged in it. An initial 
spark that engages the professional can often be identified in hindsight, as Dom 
describes: I get a really interesting child or I have an idea of an approach that might 
work … and follow that lead.… It’s amazing how your interest in a particular area attracts 
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clients with those sorts of issues (106). Dom explains how as an interest develops, the 
professional notices or is more attuned to similar issues.  
The open-ended nature of CPL raises the question of how the professionals know they 
have learnt. Many professionals describe being unaware of learning something until they 
think about the situation at a later time. In many cases this awareness arises through 
comparison with others’ experiences. For example, Lisa describes how working with a 
student helped her to realise how so much that you do becomes second nature and how 
much you learn without realizing it (510). In most cases no real endpoint is identified in 
learning, with CPL described as never-ending by many. When I first graduated I thought 
I’ll learn a bit more and then I’ll be on top of things and I realize now you never are 
(Kathy, 189). That there is always more to know is described as frustrating by some and 
stimulating by others. 
Although the experience of CPL is generally unstructured, logical stepwise processes 
are followed by many professionals as part of their learning. Clinical reasoning 
guidelines are described as useful for providing some structure for problem solving, 
especially for new graduates. However, even when following these processes learning 
does not always proceed as planned. Many possibilities are encountered, often involving 
unintended outcomes and learning through trial and error.
That CPL is uncertain and inherently open as an on-going process means professionals 
require an openness or flexibility of attitude to continue to learn. As Kim notes, learning 
involves understanding possibilities rather than certainties: It is understanding what 
might happen … if you do such and such (131). An open attitude allows for different 
possibilities of change in understanding. Mary encapsulates this open attitude well: 
I think you do come out [from university] as a therapist, a little bit rigid in your 
thinking. But time and working with many different people, does allow you to 
realise that there are many different ways of solving the same problem.… [You] 
have to be open to new ideas and other people’s perspectives. (Mary, 154) 
All the professionals concur about the need to develop an open attitude, regardless of 
the extent of their experience. There is significant variation in how comfortable they feel 
about this openness. Through CPL, many professionals learn there are different ways to 
approach situations and they develop an eclectic perspective that is adaptable to the 
client and circumstances. Yet for some professionals, coping with uncertainty in their 
practice and in learning is challenging. Being in uncertain situations where they don’t 
know or cannot control the outcome is described by some as unnerving and leads to 
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them feeling inadequate as professionals. Thus there is a tension for some between 
accepting the need to be more flexible and open, yet feeling uncomfortable about it.  
Some professionals, such as Sam, are comfortable with uncertainty. She describes how, 
if a professional is open to being led by the client, they can learn a lot. It is about being 
confident enough to say, no I’m not in charge of this and I will allow a kid to guide me 
(394). She argues that therapists sometimes try to make the kids fit the rule instead of 
really looking at the skills of the kids and learning from them (236). Letting the client’s 
needs direct therapy intervention may be easier said than done. Some therapists, 
despite agreeing with this approach, find it uncomfortable as it leads them to question 
their role as a professional. Kim describes this ambivalence:  
You come in as a therapist with education and ideals and ideas of therapy and 
maybe undeserved confidence. It’s sometimes easier to be a competent therapist 
than being led by the family.… It unnerves you a little bit. You’re not sure where 
your place is. (Kim, 52) 
This attitude of openness is also what allows professionals to access their imagination 
and creativity in learning situations as mentioned in constituent three. It allows 
professionals to see links between ideas and approaches that may be useful in very 
different situations: You see a new perspective and that … lightens up previous difficult 
or complex situations … and opens up new vistas. So you stick your head out a bit 
further (Charlie, 279).
5.3.5.2 Opportunities and constraints of professional context
The possibilities of CPL, or how far a professional could stick their head out, are not 
limitless, but are contained within the boundaries of the professional’s working context. 
These include features of the local work environment, the structure of the employing 
organisation and expectations of the wider professional community. Some of these 
features were discussed in the professional life-world in section 5.1. These features 
circumscribe the openness inherent in CPL. Although all participants describe ways in 
which their learning experiences are shaped by these boundaries, the same feature can 
act to enhance learning opportunities for one professional yet constrain learning for 
another. Participants describe four features of the professional context that have a 
particular impact on learning: staffing, workload, organisational culture and professional 
expectations. Although they are inter-related, I deal with them one at a time. 
As noted in constituent three, the participants learn from a range of different people. In 
most instances, the local staffing situation offers many opportunities for CPL through 
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such interactions, depending on the nature of these interactions. Some professionals 
describe their local peer group as open and sharing, not just caring about their own 
profession (Wim, 8). Others’ groups are different. Kathy described working in one 
situation where nobody discussed clinical issues openly (52). She describes how difficult 
it was to learn in that situation as no-one felt comfortable asking for help about uncertain 
situations. 
Many professionals refer to the sometimes intangible atmosphere within a work group 
that affect interactions and hence learning. Referring to the situation in the previous 
vignette, Olivia said: It’s the unsaid, it’s the feel, things that aren’t spoken … the 
environment affects you (133). She discussed how the working atmosphere, described 
by her as the energy at work (95), changed as team issues were resolved allowing more 
open communication.  
With respect to workload, all the professionals live busy working lives yet not everyone 
sees this as a problem with respect to learning. The perception varies with the degree of 
autonomy professionals have in structuring their days. Where time is a constraint on 
learning, it is a lack of time to think that is the issue. For example, Mary describes 
herself as feeling very stressed with an increasingly high workload leaving little time to 
think. She feels that work is very demanding of [your] mental capacity. You can have so 
much happening that you can completely drain yourself and your capacity to plan or 
think (56).  
Many others speak about only having time to think about work situations at home, and a 
number found that home and work boundaries are increasingly blurred. Sally exemplifies 
this issue, describing how she always struggles with time (154) at work: 
I’d like to be able to stay ... and just have my time, sitting at my desk, going inside 
my head where I get all my ideas. Where I’ve always wanted to be, quiet by myself 
and I don’t get that time. [At work] there’s people around and I don’t learn enough 
in the busy environment. I can’t switch off and I need it. I take my notes home and 
I sit at the desk at home and I go inside my head and just think about [work]. 
(Sally, 160) 
As described in constituent two (engagement), time to think is important for CPL, but 
there is no evidence from the data that questioning assumptions requires additional 
time. In fact one participant who did challenge assumptions states that the constraint of 
time factors depends on your perceptions: 
There are barriers to everything if you want to consider them as barriers. I mean 
you find ways around them if you’re motivated.… You can hide behind those 
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things and say there’s not enough time, or … I’ve got too much paper work to do. 
It’s partly in the way that you prioritise things … whether you prioritise your own 
professional development highly enough, but it’s something that’s very important 
to me. (Dom, 165) 
Only professionals from the two large government organisations note that the 
organisational culture impacts on the possibilities for professional learning. A culture of 
regulation and control is highlighted by these participants but the impact on individual 
professional’s learning varies. Organisational culture is not mentioned by the three 
professionals from smaller agencies, but small numbers make it impossible to draw 
conclusions from this. 
One aspect of organisational regulation is the time required for administrative paperwork 
that participants complain leaves limited time available for other professional pursuits 
including learning. Part of this complaint is about the requirement to use organisational 
jargon relating to strategic outcomes in reports: We’ve got to relate everything to them 
… and coming from a therapy background and training, that’s not the way you think.… 
It’s just a word game trying to justify what we’re doing. But really … I live with it (Sally, 
228). Like Sally, most professionals found pragmatic and sometimes imaginative 
strategies to cope with this constraint. 
Some were more strident about the lack of autonomy that organisational control allows. 
Paula argues that too much structure imposed from above results in a lack of space to 
be creative, limiting her learning: You need to have all of those things that creativity 
needs which is space and confidence and support to take risks.… We’re not given the 
space to be creative (184). It is only those professionals who speak about questioning 
assumptions who mention this issue.  
An organisational issue of greater concern for the participants is alignment between 
organisational values and the values of the professionals. Many professionals from the 
large organisations describe discord between the focus of the organisation and their own 
focus on making a difference to the lives of their clients, as described in section 5.1.2. 
With respect to learning, they describe feeling unsupported by the organisational culture, 
but mostly learnt to deal with this by being pragmatic, realistic and adaptable with 
respect to what is and is not feasible: I try not to let the environment get me down too 
much.… I’m able to see … where I can make a difference and where I can’t (Nerida, 
648). 
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Finally, as mentioned in section 5.1.1 there are widely shared and clearly articulated 
professional expectations with respect to continuing learning. All participants say they 
accept these expectations. As Sally explains: It’s an obligation, we’re expected to keep 
up-to-date and I think that’s part of what you take on when you take on being a 
professional person (244). Being a professional person implies being part of a 
professional community. Many professionals’ descriptions of learning invoke comparison 
against the yardsticks of professional expectations, leading to feelings of inclusion or 
exclusion.  
When professional networks work well, a sense of shared understanding is expressed 
as being a valuable support for CPL: Your own profession … understands where you’re 
coming from.… We share the same language (Nerida, 86). It helps professionals confirm 
that what they are doing fits in with what others are doing and is supported by them: 
Knowing that everybody else is doing it … gives me confidence, says Paula (291). But 
comparison with professional expectations led some therapists to conclude that they are 
not a real therapist because they do not fit the norm. For example, some professionals 
feel excluded by the very language that others share. Gina has tried for years to use 
everyday language in her work with children and families and now finds the use of 
professional jargon intimidating, commenting that other therapists come out with all the 
proper words (Gina, 19).
All the professionals speak about the value of what they call everyday learning through 
their engagement in practice with others, as described in the previous constituents. 
Many express a concern, however, that this learning is not valued or supported by their 
professional associations, universities and workplaces. Gerri describes the development 
of intuition that she and many of the other professionals state is an important part of 
everyday professional learning: You develop … that intuitive aspect … getting a feel for 
things.… I’ve got that innate knowing what to do, but I know that they’d gnash their teeth 
[at the university] if I said this (834).  
Although she feels her intuitive knowing is important, Gerri doesn’t feel her profession 
values it, focusing instead on analytical evaluation of evidence on which to base 
practice: Generally as a profession I feel that [innate knowing] has been devalued which 
has probably made me feel or wonder how well I perform as professional (866). Kim 
describes an increasing focus on more formal professional development courses: I felt 
maybe earlier on that the learning was much more exciting. It was much more an 
adventure, whereas now it is much more an expectation and it’s much harder to do and 
it’s much more expensive (614).
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Many issues about the context for learning raised in this section are not widely or openly 
discussed within the professional community, unless professionals work in supportive 
environments with colleagues who they trust enough to be open with. These issues, 
such as admitting to not knowing or using intuition and imagination in making 
judgements, are a feature of CPL as described by the participants but are often hidden 
in the public rhetoric about CPD. Thus there is some dissonance between what the 
professionals value in CPL and what they perceive to be valued by sectors of the 
workplace and professional community. 
5.3.5.3 Resolution of tensions
While the professional context offers opportunities for CPL, there are a number of 
tensions between the openness of CPL and constraints of context outlined in the 
previous section. Professionals describe the need to develop a sensitive grasp of the 
nuances of their working context, its possibilities and constraints, as part of learning to 
be a professional. The way that each professional resolves these tensions shapes her 
learning. Thus, although all the CPL experiences described share the same structure 
that has been detailed throughout this section (5.3), each professional’s learning has a 
unique quality. 
Tensions vary around two aspects of CPL: the professional’s attitude towards the 
inherent openness and uncertainty of CPL, and the mix of opportunities and constraints 
afforded by the varying contexts in which the professionals work. Although all 
participants describe ways in which their learning experiences are shaped by these 
tensions, they use different approaches and strategies to resolve them. Thus the 
experience of CPL is a continual interplay between the professional (including her 
experience, attitudes and professional understanding) and the various situations in 
which she practises (with the uncertainty and challenges, opportunities and constraints, 
social settings and organisational structures therein). As illustrated in Figure 3, 
openness as a constituent surrounds and infuses the entire experience of learning as a 
professional. Thus resolution of tensions, as a sub-constituent, refers to tensions in this 
overall experience, although they are particularly apparent in this fourth constituent. 
Participants identify a need to find a realistic balance between adopting an open, flexible 
attitude to CPL and dealing with the constraints of the professional context. How each 
participant finds this balance depends on: her level of comfort with uncertainty and 
challenge, the level of autonomy and support her context affords, and whether she 
accepts or questions the context. This balance shapes her way of learning. Gerri 
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reached the following resolution about balancing her way of learning and professional 
expectations: 
With therapy there’s always that thing about excellence. We always aim for 
excellence.… I think the profession expects it, and personally … as I get older I’ve 
learned to live with the fact that it’s okay if I’m not the best [therapist] in the world, 
so long as I do a thorough and fair job with people that I see. (Gerri, 312) 
Some professionals speak about putting on a professional persona when they are not 
comfortable with this balance: If you're feeling there are barriers [to being open] … in a 
way you still put that professional cloak on.… You don’t want to seem dumb or an idiot 
… or you're not doing it well enough (Olivia, 181).
One of the professionals who questions assumptions as part of CPL, and whose 
professional understanding changed significantly as a consequence, reinforces this 
notion of needing to feel comfortable in order to be open. Sam feels some of her 
colleagues hide behind professional personas and are unwilling to be open about 
changing their perspective. She explains: Maybe … they don’t feel comfortable enough 
to be challenged so they put up all the barriers so they don’t encourage people to 
question (522).
Lisa describes putting up such barriers to appear confident: You have to come across in 
a way that fools people into thinking you really know what you're talking about (524).
She describes her professional persona as a big act a lot of the time.… You might be 
feeling really doubtful about what you're suggesting but you've got nothing else so you 
just make that suggestion and do it confidently (778).
5.3.5.4 Vignette: The theoretical framework doesn’t match reality
The following example from Sam draws together the sub-constituents of openness. It 
illustrates one way of resolving tensions between the way she views the possibilities of 
openness in CPL and the way she deals with the varying opportunities and constraints 
of her working context. It describes her way of learning. 
Sam is an experienced professional who describes herself as proactive in my own 
learning (476). For her, CPL is about constantly challenging myself … and seeking out 
information.… I’m really willing to learn from others (504). She views challenge as a 
productive way of learning and seeks to question the status quo when she feels there 
could be a better way of working. 
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She sometimes has difficulty finding others who are as comfortable as she is with 
challenge and whom she respects as being credible. Being proactive she has developed 
an international online network to find such people. Sam describes learning as being 
reciprocal and open: We challenge each other.…  It’s not a closed book approach. It’s 
okay well I can see your point but … I don’t do that because… (46). Her online 
community enables a much more productive discussion on issues than just taking a 
textbook off the shelf (244).
Sam is passionately engaged in professional practice where she learns in an 
interconnected way: For me it’s about putting knowledge or skills you might have into a 
really realistic practical thing that’s going to work … that is meaningful.  It may not be 
puristic … but it’s not a puristic world out there (216). She describes past experiences 
where she had tried to make therapy more effective by gaining insight into the lives of 
her clients. By doing so, she saw a different perspective on the clients’ carers: 
They were really trying to do an impossible job with no training and lack of respect 
for therapists who they sort of saw as glorified Queens (laugh)… who would strut 
in and always be late and often create more havoc than actually anything 
constructive. (Sam, 208) 
Sam learnt about dealing with contextual constraints, such as how much funding 
influences practice…. Many of the changes [I sought] didn’t occur until there were 
changes in disability funding (202). In addition, these experiences led her to question the 
difference between the backgrounds and life experiences of many young therapists and 
those of the clients. She is concerned that there is little insight into this difference or 
awareness of the contextual factors that impact on therapy: 
[There is] no concept of the family dynamics and the other priorities that might be 
more important at that point in time, and maybe not a lot of insight into the stress 
levels and anxiety of parenting and also the difference between graduates and the 
socio-economic status of many of the parents. (Sam, 342) 
Although Sam is confident and experienced, she states that she consciously avoids 
using the expert mode as she feels that learning is always mutual. I guess I’ve always 
been willing to learn from others … and be able to say I don’t know … and underlying 
that I basically respect other team members. (330). 
Whilst Sam proactively uses the opportunities for learning within her working context, 
like other participants who questioned assumptions, she is critical of what she sees as a 
lack of support for the reality of professional practice and CPL:  
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[Professional associations] are out of touch … a lot of what they are doing is 
irrelevant.…  I find university is fairly unrealistic … distant from what it’s actually 
like at the coal face.… [At work] issues out in the field are not understood.… The 
theoretical framework of how it should be and what you should do doesn’t match 
the reality and therapists feel unsupported as a result. (Sam, 484) 
Sam feels that new graduates are not encouraged to question assumptions and are 
unprepared in many ways to cope with real practice. She claims that there should be 
more challenging of the philosophy underlying therapy (346). Sam is planning to leave 
her current position, stating that frustration about being undervalued and unsupported 
was a factor in her decision:  
There is little awareness [in the organisation] of what I do and that’s pretty 
unrewarding.…There is also no acknowledgement through the system for going 
the extra yard … or the personal compromises that you make to do that. (454) 
Thus Sam describes a tension between being open to learn, constantly questioning her 
professional understanding though engagement and interconnection in practice, and 
what she sees as the lack of support for this openness from her professional context. 
She deals with this tension in the proactive way described. Now she has chosen to 
move to another organisation where she feels the environment is more supportive of 
open and inquiring learning. 
Sam prides herself on the congruence between her beliefs and her actions as a 
professional, that is, she acts on her beliefs in an authentic manner: I like to think my 
credibility is that I do what I say I do (520). Her way of learning is congruent with her 
understanding of herself as a professional who is authentic. Moreover, her way of 
learning is an expression of who she is as a professional.  
5.3.6 Summary of the structure of CPL 
Throughout this section the four constituents of CPL, understanding, engagement, 
interconnection and openness, have been described using concrete examples of 
participants’ lived experiences. The vignettes illustrate the way in which the constituents 
are intertwined, and the varied and complex manner in which they are expressed 
through each professional’s experiences.  
As one example of this interdependence, I reiterate the nature of uncertainty in CPL.  
The open-ended nature of CPL (constituent four) means that uncertainty is a feature of 
the overall experience of continuing to learn as a professional. It is also a feature of 
specific situations where professionals learn, where uncertainty is related to not knowing 
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(constituent two). In constituent three, uncertainty is related to the complexity of the 
interconnected web of experiences that is CPL. As noted in constituent three, feeling 
comfortable about uncertainty or saying you don’t know requires an atmosphere of trust 
in a supportive workplace. Feeling comfortable with uncertainty enables assumptions to 
be questioned in learning (constituent one). This example of uncertainty as a quality 
woven through the constituents highlights the holographic nature of a phenomenological 
structure. Each constituent describes a slightly different perspective on the whole 
experience of CPL.  
Finally, for the purposes of clarification, it is useful to reflect on what CPL is not, calling 
upon the phenomenological construct of imaginative variation, referred to in section 
4.6.3.1. Thus, no participant describes learning without a change in understanding about 
some aspect of being a professional, whether the change is simple or far-reaching. 
Neither does any participant describe learning when she is disengaged from practice or 
does not care about the situation in which she is involved. Instead, participants describe 
many cases where they do not learn because of disinterest or disengagement.  
No participant describes an experience of CPL taking place in isolation as a single 
unconnected situation. Past experiences and future possibilities are always brought into 
play. No participant describes learning without reference to interaction with other people, 
whether supportive or problematic. Similarly no CPL experiences are described as a 
controlled process with pre-determined outcomes, separate from the constraints of the 
working context. Finally, all CPL experiences include the constituents and sub-
constituents described in this section, interwoven into a whole. These four constituents 
are essential to the experience of CPL, for these participants.  
5.4 Learning as Part of Being a Professional 
So far in chapter five, the life-world of the health professionals in this study has been 
sketched, with an overview of situations where the professionals learnt (sections 5.1, 
5.2). The phenomenological analysis of CPL (section 5.3) describes a common structure 
that also illustrates the unique quality of each professional’s learning. The data corpus is 
evaluated in this section (5.4) from a broad perspective that considers what part CPL 
plays in professional experience.  
The interviews reveal more than the experience of CPL. They also allow glimpses into 
professional experience in general. In addition, personal issues or overall philosophy of 
life are disclosed, although not directly sought. The data reveal that CPL is indeed part 
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of the experience of being a professional, with rich descriptions of various aspects of 
professional being. Through the phenomenological analysis, CPL experiences are 
foregrounded whilst the more general aspects of professional experience are maintained 
as background. In this section, I draw on evidence from these background features in 
interviews, observations and documents to provide a more comprehensive 
understanding of the variation in CPL in relation to the wider scope of professional 
experience. 
As I undertook the analysis, comments not directly relevant to the developing structure 
were placed into column six (see section 4.6.2.2); for example, comparisons between 
professionals dealing with the same dilemmas in different ways. Examining these 
comments in the light of the data corpus enabled the construction of a table of possible 
sources of variation in experiences of learning. As summarised in Table 6, learning is 
shaped by variation of understanding of being a professional, ranging from 
understanding themselves as learners to understanding their colleagues and context for 
practice. These sources of variation are mentioned throughout section 5.3, but are 
drawn together in Table 6. Variations in these aspects of being a professional shape 
each professional’s way of learning.  
These sources of variation relate to the tensions described in the experience of CPL, for 
example, to varying degrees of comfort with uncertainty, openness to being challenged 
or questioning of contextual issues. The way in which tensions in CPL are resolved 
shapes the professional’s way of learning, as noted in the vignette about Sam’s 
experience. Way of learning does not refer to what is commonly expressed as learning 
styles or ways of gaining information. Although each professional expresses preferences 
for ways of accessing information, these vary with circumstances with different 
strategies used in different contexts. Way of learning refers to the idiosyncratic quality 
that permeates each professional’s experience of CPL. Examining this idiosyncratic 
quality highlights how CPL is shaped by different ways of being a professional. 
Whilst it is not the aim of this study to identify qualitatively different ways of being a 
professional, stark differences are apparent from the data. Only cautious statements can 
be made, but some account of how these differences shape learning experiences is 
necessary in understanding CPL. Participants drew themselves and who they are as 
professionals into the interview. They expressed their understanding of themselves as 
professionals in many ways. Paula makes the point, for example, that there are aspects 
of being a professional that are core features of who she is, not just her way of acting 
out a professional persona: I’ve always loved children … [and I take that] into my job.… I 
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mean I can leave work [behind] … but that love of children is just me; that’s not me just 
doing my job, that is actually just me (260). Loving children is integral to Paula’s way of 
being a health professional. 
Table 6: Possible sources of variation in participants’ experiences 
of CPL 
Variation in understanding themselves as professionals: 
 The degree of self awareness and insight the professional has into assumptions about 
herself as a professional and as a learner. 
 The differing conceptions of learning held by the professional.  
 The ability to question one’s own and other’s assumptions about learning, professional 
practice and the world.  
 The degree of comfort the professional feels in dealing with uncertainty in learning and 
professional practice. 
 The ability to be proactive in finding learning opportunities that suit the professional’s way of 
learning. 
Variation in understanding their interaction with colleagues: 
 The perception of trust between colleagues at work. 
 The ability to learn from others and be open to another’s perspective. 
 The way the professional compares herself to other professionals. 
 The perceived degree of support from others at work. 
 The degree of comfort the professional feels in being questioned by others at work. 
Variation in understanding their professional context for practice: 
 The perception of autonomy available in organisation of the professional’s work and learning. 
 The perception of time pressures and the value placed on time for thinking. 
 The degree of adaptability to the nuances of the environment, and how pragmatic the 
professional is about what can and can’t be changed at work. 
 The degree to which the professional questions her working milieu. 
 The feeling of dissonance between what the professional values in CPL and what is 
perceived to be valued by the workplace and profession.  
 The degree of comfort the professional feels in speaking out about her experience and what 
she values about work. 
Moreover, the way a professional experiences CPL is an expression of who she is as a 
professional. The four vignettes in section 5.3 illustrate the variation in ways of being a 
professional that shapes each participant’s learning. In these previous vignettes, the 
focus was on the shared nature of the experience of CPL. In the following descriptions, 
the focus is on the idiosyncratic quality of each professional’s learning as an expression 
of her way of being a professional. 
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Gina describes how a learning experience significantly changed her way of being a 
professional. As the vignette in 5.3.2.4 describes, she was willing to rethink her 
assumptions about her practice when she saw a whole new way of looking at my 
practice (7). Gina’s description highlights her flexibility as a professional, noting that as a 
professional you have to be open to hear different opinions … and not get locked into 
one mode (47). She is open to making changes in her practice if she sees it makes 
sense and makes a difference for her clients. She trusts her intuition in learning about 
new areas although she wonders if she is no longer a real therapist because of her 
flexibility. She values that learning involves moving on, that there’s something else new 
to try (109). Gina’s way of learning as a professional has a focus on flexibility by being 
open to new ideas as part of an exciting journey. 
Mary describes herself throughout the interview as a professional who is a competent 
problem solver. She likes to see the big picture, stepping back to evaluate situations. 
Her learning reflects this. As the vignette in 5.3.3.5 describes, she highlights the holistic 
viewing of a situation in her experience of learning. She actively seeks to collect all 
relevant information and reflect on problems. Mary places a high value on clinical 
reasoning processes to understand problems, so she knows what to do and can develop 
practical strategies to resolve them: I [value] developing the skills to be able to assess … 
being able to really work out what’s going on (124). Mary describes this ability as the 
essence [of what] I do as a professional (124). Mary’s way of learning as a professional 
highlights the value she places on logical problem solving.   
Olivia describes herself as a professional who seeks to find meaning from her work. She 
highlights her search for meaning in life, both personal and professional. As described in 
5.3.4.4, relationships at work, communication and shared understanding are a vital part 
of her way of being a professional: To me it comes back to the style of person you are 
and I’m a person that likes to keep harmony and balance (63). For Olivia, the key thing 
about my [professional] learning has been learning about myself and the way I 
communicate with others (7). As she explains, first and foremost I’m not really a 
[therapist] I’m a person (33). She describes how she has developed her self awareness 
through critical reflection on her own and others’ assumptions. Olivia’s way of learning 
as a professional highlights personal growth. 
Sam describes herself as a professional who has a strong sense of social justice, is 
proactive and happy to challenge the status quo if she believes something can be 
improved for her clients: I certainly don’t just accept situations (324). When she has 
sought to make changes in the past she has sometimes had to stand [her] ground (246).
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She explains: I’ve always been a fairly individual person … [who] values creativity and 
lateral thinking (570). As the vignette in 5.3.5.4 describes, Sam values acting on her 
beliefs in an authentic way and is happy to challenge the assumptions underlying those 
beliefs. Being authentic is the basis of her experience of CPL. She finds being 
challenged an important part of her learning as it makes me rethink about my practice 
(36). She proactively seeks situations and other people who she can learn from in this 
way. Sam’s way of learning as a professional invariably involves standing up for what 
she believes, yet inviting challenge about those beliefs. 
As these examples demonstrate, the way participants describe learning reveals some of 
their assumptions about themselves, knowledge, professional practice and the world. 
The varying ways of being a professional expressed in these descriptions flavour the 
experiences of learning. In this study, each professional’s experience of CPL has an 
idiosyncratic quality that is an expression of who she is as a professional. Because CPL 
involves change in professional understanding, learning also shapes each professional’s 
way of being. Thus CPL has an important ontological dimension: CPL is as much about 
who a professional is, as it is about what a professional knows.
5.5 Summarising the Experience of CPL 
This first phase in the presentation of the findings, the description of the experience of 
CPL, concludes with a summary of the findings so far. At the beginning of this thesis, 
CPL was presented as complex and diverse. The basis of such complexity and diversity 
has been clarified in this section, through description of the multi-faceted structure of 
CPL and the idiosyncratic way in which each professional experiences learning. 
From the phenomenological analysis, four constituents are identified as essential for the 
experience to be called CPL. The four constituents and their sub-constituents are all 
interrelated in a holographic manner as the structure of the experience of CPL. Change 
in professional understanding is the core constituent. Active engagement and 
interconnection with others over time describe in a chiasmic manner how such change in 
understanding occurs. The change in understanding in CPL opens up many possibilities 
that are circumscribed by the professional’s context. Each professional’s way of learning 
is an expression of her particular way of being a professional and continues to shape 
and be shaped by that way of being. 
This study confirms that CPL encompasses learning from many sources, including CPD 
activities and everyday practice. Similarly, learning to work with people is as much a part 
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of CPL as learning about theory and practical strategies. Uncertainty and not knowing 
are as much a part of CPL as understanding and clarity. Within the complexity of these 
experiences, a number of problematic issues arise, related in particular to the open and 
uncertain nature of CPL, constraints within the context for learning, and how tensions in 
learning are dealt with by professionals.  
As discussed in chapter four, in this thesis I attempt to describe the experiences of the 
participants in a way that is evocative though rigorous. In concluding this section, I draw 
on creative imagery to express aspects of the experience of CPL that I was aware of 
through my engagement with the participants in this study, but was unable to fully 
express in words. Symbolic imagery has been used in phenomenological research as a 
form of interpretation to help represent complex ephemeral ideas (Steeves, 2004). The 
intent of using imagery is similar to van Manen’s (2002) use of thickened writing or Higgs 
and Titchen’s (2001c) use of art and poetry to evoke experience. The symbol on the 
frontplate of this thesis (repeated here as Figure 4), contains four photographic images 
to represent the four constituents of CPL. My choices of air, fire, earth and water were 
influenced by Luce Irigaray’s (1999) symbolism8 in her critique of Heidegger.  
 
Figure 4: Framework of Authentic Professional Learning 
 
8 These images are widely used classical archetypal metaphors. For example, Dawson (2003), 
Steeves (2004) and Wadsworth (2001) also use these four elements, but in different contexts.  
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Change in understanding is represented by air, made visible by a hazy cloud. Air 
symbolises understanding; necessary for existing as a human being, yet taken-for-
granted as largely unseen. The cloud symbolises movement or change, being as 
ephemeral and mutable as changing understanding in learning. Active engagement in 
practice in learning is represented by fire. The flickering energy of its red flames 
indicates action and uncertainty, as well as the care and passion of engagement that is 
demonstrated in learning. Interconnection of experiences over time is represented by 
earth, symbolised as a green plant. Thus the organic nature of interconnections in 
learning is implied as the plant grows vigorously over time into a complex web of 
interconnected fronds. Openness to possibilities is represented by water, symbolised by 
an open sea of blue, where reflections constantly change. Water’s ability to yield yet 
resist reflects the tension between openness and circumscription in learning. These four 
images are linked on the frontplate of this thesis as a symbol of the proposed framework 
of Authentic Professional Learning described in Part D.  
In Part D, problematic issues raised from the empirical findings of this study, related to 
challenges for professionals learning in the current working context, are examined. I do 
not claim to resolve such issues, but propose an argument that aims to shed some light 
on the original purpose for this study; namely, to understand why CPD practices remain 
substantially unaltered, and in what way support for CPL can be improved. 
PART D: INTEGRATION 
A climate of regulation and control of professional practice is likely to continue, 
according to any realistic appraisal of the current system. Uncertainty and complexity will 
always be an implicit feature of professional learning and practice. Tensions in 
professional experience between a search for certainty and the inevitability of 
uncertainty, mentioned in section 2.2, will remain. In the light of the findings of this study, 
what can realistically be done to support professionals to learn in this context?  
In Part D, I argue for a paradigm shift in the conceptualisation of CPL. It is not sufficient 
to move from a focus on professional development to professional learning, although 
this is important. The main argument of Part D is that there is dissonance between the 
reality of the professionals’ experiences of learning, described in Part C, and the rhetoric 
of stakeholders’ expectations about professional development. This dissonance is 
largely hidden from public discourse, being mainly voiced between professionals in 
supportive environments. The hidden nature of this dissonance is one possible reason 
for the lack of significant change in CPD practices, in that few professionals publicly 
question CPD practices or the current context for learning.  
In articulating this argument, chapter six, “Rhetoric and Reality in CPL” questions the 
current professional context for learning, investigating this claim of dissonance and other 
problematic issues relating to CPL. Chapter seven, “Learning as a Professional” 
discusses the ontological implications of CPL, and how the dissonance between rhetoric 
and reality is internalised as an individual issue rather than externalised as a shared 
professional concern. In chapter eight, a framework of “Authentic Professional Learning” 
is proposed to represent the lived experience of continuing to learn as a professional. 
Insights from this framework suggest possible ways of enhancing support for 
professionals as they learn in the current context.   
This second phase in presenting the findings integrates the description of the experience 
of CPL with other empirical research and phenomenological philosophy, thereby 
revisiting the study’s purpose. Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000) assert, however, that 
“data cannot prove anything” (p.276). In this interpretation of the empirical evidence, 
therefore, I argue for a certain order and importance of data, drawing on both logic and 
imagination (Peshkin, 2000, p.9). By doing so, my aim is to persuade the reader to draw 
certain (tentative) conclusions about CPL. 
Chapter Six 
Rhetoric and Reality in CPL 
As well as enhancing understanding about the experience of CPL, this study reveals 
concerns about the current focus of CPD. As described in Part C, professional learning 
is shaped through continuing interplay between who the professional is, and the 
opportunities for and constraints on learning within her professional context. To support 
learning, opportunities need to be enhanced, and problematic issues addressed. This 
chapter questions the current professional context for learning, whilst cognisant that the 
impact of context on learning varies with each professional.  
The problematic nature of dissonance, between professionals’ experiences of learning, 
and rhetoric from the workplace and professional associations about developing 
professionals, is clarified in this chapter. Differences between the experience of CPL and 
rhetoric about CPD reflect different assumptions about the nature of learning. Within the 
epistemological focus of CPD discourse, the ontological dimension of CPL and the 
impact of context tend to be overlooked.  
The implications of dissonance are discussed. In section 6.1, dissonance between CPL 
and CPD is described by examining empirical evidence. As dissonance is largely 
hidden, many related issues are not openly discussed among professionals. These 
issues, related to questioning of assumptions, dealing with uncertainty, imagining others’ 
perspectives and voicing what is valued about learning, are raised in section 6.2. The 
chapter concludes with a discussion of the hidden nature of dissonance in CPL as 
reflective of a wider context of professional dissonance, impacting especially on those 
working in the caring professions (section 6.3). 
6.1 Dealing with Dissonance 
Before dealing with dissonance between the experience of CPL described in the findings 
and official rhetoric about CPD, the credibility of evidence from Part C is examined. In 
addition to comparing the congruence of the findings of this study with other empirical 
research, the credibility of the descriptions was evaluated through distributing the 
findings to nine professionals who were not participants of the study (see section 
4.6.3.3).  
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6.1.1 Credibility of the evidence about CPL 
Part C was given to three therapists (an occupational therapist, a physiotherapist and a 
speech pathologist) who had been involved in professional education in work 
environments similar to those studied. Through a snowballing strategy, they 
disseminated it to six other professionals: two therapists, two teachers, a doctor and an 
engineer. They were asked to comment on the findings in comparison to their own 
experiences of professional learning, and what they had seen in supporting others to 
learn. In addition, I took opportunities to discuss the findings with peers when presenting 
at education and health conferences, as listed in Appendix E. My aim was to gauge the 
credibility and verisimilitude of the findings. There was widespread congruence between 
other professionals’ experiences and those described in the findings, with written 
comments such as: Yes, I’ve seen that. It’s like that.
In comparing the empirical findings of the study with research reported in chapter two, 
features of the current work context (section 2.2) are confirmed, and evidence about the 
nature of professional learning (section 2.3) is extended. The study confirms that 
professionals perceive problems in their working context with respect to learning. They 
feel work pressures have intensified, limiting time to think, although they deal with this 
issue in different ways. Most comment negatively on the working culture of regulation 
and control, and the focus on measurable outcomes in learning. The way that many 
participants describe coping with this culture involves acceptance of the need to play the 
game. Overall, professionals experience conflict between the everyday uncertainty of 
dealing with human beings and the “quest for certainty” from their workplace (Mullavey-
O'Byrne & West, 2001, p.58).  
Given the research about learning (see section 2.3), some of the findings of this study 
are not surprising. For example, active engagement (in constituent two) and interaction 
with others (in constituent three) are widely recognised as important in undergraduate 
and workplace learning (e.g. Barnett & Coate, 2005; Beckett & Hager, 2002). This study 
empirically confirms these features specifically for CPL. In addition, through the 
relationship of engagement with uncertainty (in constituent two), and linking of social 
interaction with temporal aspects of learning (in constituent three), the nature of 
engagement and interaction in CPL is clarified. However, as Susan Rodrigues (2005) 
notes, even such widely acknowledged features of active engagement and interaction 
with others are not highlighted in discussions about CPD responsibilities and 
“implementation” of CPD programs (e.g. Ingvarson, Meiers, & Beavis, 2005; McRae et 
al., 2001; Medical Board of Queensland, 2005).  
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Constituents one and four extend what is known about CPL. Change in understanding 
through learning has been demonstrated by other researchers (Beaty et al., 1997; 
Giorgi, 1999; Marton & Booth, 1997). In many previous studies, the epistemological 
perspective of understanding as “making sense” of knowledge is highlighted, although 
Beaty and colleagues identify change “as a person”. The ontological dimension of 
professional understanding is revealed in constituent one in this study, reinforcing the 
research of Barnett (2004) and Dall’Alba (2005) into professional being. The 
contextualised nature of learning in constituent four also resonates with established 
research on workplace learning (Boud & Solomon, 2001; Wenger, 1998). However, the 
foregrounding of tensions between the open and contextualised nature of CPL make a 
further contribution to understanding CPL within the current work context.  
The phenomenological analysis illustrates the inherent richness of CPL when examined 
as a holistic experience rather than a collection of factors. As demonstrated, CPL is 
experienced as a change in understanding through active engagement in practice in an 
interconnected and open way, rather than as a passive, isolated, contained development 
of a professional through receipt of knowledge. That is, the experience of continuing to 
learn is not simple, singular, straight-forward or standardised but is complex, diverse, 
multi-faceted and idiosyncratic.  
These findings reveal that the experience of learning for participants is not congruent 
with the rhetoric of learning providers. Although professionals take their responsibility to 
be accountable seriously, the learning experiences they value are ones where they grow 
as people and professionals rather than simply keep up-to-date. They value learning as 
exciting and stimulating although they know they must adhere to certain professional 
requirements.  
6.1.2 Describing the dissonance 
These findings raise questions of dissonance. Within typical CPD discourse, learning is 
viewed in epistemological terms as change in professional practice knowledge, with the 
professional viewed as deficient and in need of developing. In this study, the ontological 
dimension of CPL is highlighted, so that who the professional is shapes and directs what 
and how the professional learns, through interplay between the professional and her 
context. In CPD, the ontological dimension of learning and constraints of context are not 
usually examined. 
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As noted in chapter two, the main focus of CPD practice is the implementation and 
outcome of activities, rather than the learning that does or does not occur. The rhetoric 
of CPD highlights the professional’s responsibilities, with CPD linked to the registration 
of professionals, monitoring of accountability, supervision of standards and promotion of 
evidence-based practice. Thus CPD focuses on performative features of learning that 
can be regulated and assumes knowledge is a commodity that can be controlled. 
Rodrigues (2005) comments wryly, with respect to the measurement of CPD of teachers 
for performative purposes, that: “Simply measuring one’s height has never told us what 
makes that person grow” (p.2). Whilst important, measures of CPD to ensure 
professional standards and accountability should not be confused with professional 
learning. As this study reveals, the participants are enthusiastic learners who take their 
professional responsibilities seriously, but consider that their continuing learning is richer 
than this narrow CPD interpretation.  
In addition, continuing to learn as a professional in practice is different from other types 
of professional learning experiences. For example, CPL as open-ended differs from 
higher education programs (undergraduate or postgraduate) with their focus on 
assessable, measurable outcomes leading towards a specific goal. Yet much CPD 
implicitly shares the assumptions of most higher education programs that learning can 
be pre-determined. Moreover, CPL differs from organisational training in workplaces for 
the purpose of policy implementation. In many cases, such training is termed learning by 
the organisations. Although professionals’ practice may alter in response to 
organisational imperatives, the experience may not be seen as learning by 
professionals, as the findings demonstrate. Whilst professionals will usually be involved 
in organisational training and may undertake postgraduate education, these experiences 
are not synonymous with CPL, although such experiences may contribute to CPL. That 
CPL is different from CPD, higher education and workplace training is not widely 
acknowledged in the literature; although the participants in this research are aware of 
these differences.  
The participants deal with the dissonance between the reality of their learning 
experiences and professional expectations in varying ways, just as they resolve tensions 
within the experience of CPL in varying ways. Some participants learn in their own 
authentic way, discounting official rhetoric as irrelevant. Others feel uncomfortable about 
the dissonance, seeing it as an individual problem and indicative of their failure to live up 
to the rhetoric of the “ideal” allied health professional, although they too continue to learn 
in their own authentic way. Interestingly, regardless of how comfortable they are with 
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dissonance, all participants in this study describe how they are “different” in some way, 
from the image of a real or ideal therapist. Those comfortable with this difference feel 
that voicing the reality of their professional experience makes them mavericks. Others 
feel impostors; not quite good enough although they work hard keeping up-to-date. The 
participants’ feeling of difference varied between these two extremes.  
Because dissonance is not widely discussed amongst peers, nor acknowledged by 
stakeholders in CPD, most participants assume their way of learning is different from the 
norm. There is little awareness that their experience is a shared reality. This is the key 
feature of the dissonance, its largely hidden quality. Although happy to voice concerns in 
situations where they do not feel vulnerable, most of the cohort studied are hesitant to 
speak publicly about their learning experiences. This is despite widespread covert 
concerns about the disparity between what happens in professional practice and official 
expectations of stakeholders. Consequently, the dissonance is internalised by most of 
the participants as an issue about who they are as professionals, rather than 
externalised as a shared, public, professional concern. 
As detailed in the structure of CPL, all participants describe the shared reality of 
professional learning, which differs from the rhetoric of what is expected and valued as 
CPD by professional organisations, workplaces and universities. This empirical 
confirmation of dissonance provides one answer to the problem raised in the beginning 
of this thesis (section 1.4.1). The nature of CPD may not have changed significantly 
because few professionals publicly question its limitations. The internalisation of 
dissonance as a private issue may underlie this lack of public questioning by health 
professionals about performative features of the workplace that constrain learning. The 
next section addresses four features of the findings that reveal more about how 
dissonance is dealt with in CPL. 
6.2 Problematic Issues in CPL 
Many shared realities of professional learning experiences are unvoiced in public 
discourse, such as: not knowing, uncertainty, using imagination and intuition, or feeling 
different to the ideal therapist. There is limited evidence from this study that participants 
critically question assumptions: about their own thinking, other people’s perspectives, 
the nature of practice or the status quo in the workplace. Thus there is a lack of open 
discussion about the doubt and uncertainty inherent in CPL, and a hesitancy to openly 
question professional expectations and assumptions about what is important in CPL. 
Current professional culture has a focus on supervision of standards rather than support 
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for learning, so participants perceive that stakeholders do not value everyday learning 
experiences.  
In Part C, the experience of CPL is described, based on the empirical data. This section 
(6.2) highlights what is absent from these descriptions, yet stressed by other empirical 
research into learning. In phenomenological descriptions, absences as well as 
presences may contribute to understanding of a phenomenon (Sokolowski, 2000). Four 
issues are addressed in this section. These centre on: the importance of thinking in CPL, 
but the limited questioning of assumptions when learning; the primacy of action in CPL, 
but discomfort with uncertainty inherent in learning; the value of communication and 
imagination in CPL, but difficulty in imagining others’ perspectives; a shared awareness 
of dissonance between the experience of CPL and expectations of CPD, but a hesitancy 
to voice this publicly and raise possibilities for change. These issues are discussed 
under the headings of questioning assumptions, engaging with uncertainty, imagining 
conversations, and voicing what is valued. 
6.2.1 Questioning assumptions  
Although thinking is mentioned as part of learning by all the participants, they describe 
little questioning of assumptions. There are many assumptions that can be questioned in 
a profitable manner in CPL. Examples include assumptions about: self and 
communication with others, the purposes of and ways of undertaking practice, the 
workplace and professional status quo, and philosophical questions of meaning and 
knowing in professional life. There is little evidence that participants in this study engage 
in critical reflection, despite research and rhetoric about the importance of critical 
reflection in professional learning (see section 2.3.2.2).  
In constituent one, three types of transition where professional understanding changes 
through learning are described (see Table 5 in section 5.3.1). All participants describe 
the first two transitions, knowing what to do and thinking about what to do. It is not 
surprising that knowing and thinking form a part of CPL. However, in contrast to much of 
the rhetoric about knowing and thinking in professional development, the participants 
descriptions of knowing what to do and thinking about what to do reflect a sense of 
knowledge as integral to, rather than separate from, their everyday professional 
experience. In this aspect, my study concurs with Dall’Alba’s and Barnacle’s (2004) 
descriptions of learning in higher education as “not confined to the heads of individuals” 
but involving the integration of “ways of knowing, acting and being within everyday 
practices” (p.8). 
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Although thinking is stressed, reflection is not mentioned widely by the participants; and 
when it is, reflection is usually spoken of in terms of thinking what to do. That is, 
reflection is generally to do with construction of practice in the form of practical problem 
solving, rather than its deconstruction through challenging assumptions (Day, 1993b). 
My study confirms others which have identified that reflection in professional practice is 
usually for practical or analytical purposes and is unlikely to be critical (Brockbank et al., 
2002; Power, Clarke, & Hine, 2002; van Manen, 1977). This is not to devalue such 
construction of practice through thinking. Clinical reasoning, as one way of structuring 
thinking in professional problem solving, is crucial to professional practice in health. The 
problem may be that the focus in professional education is often on reflection as logical, 
analytical reasoning, with little questioning or challenging of assumptions or context 
(Boud & Walker, 1998).   
What is conspicuously absent in most of the data in my study, therefore, is evidence of 
critical reflection involving questioning of assumptions. The third type of transition in 
learning, questioning what is done, is mentioned by only six participants. Most of these 
questioned some assumptions underlying their practice, but only Sam questioned 
assumptions of her taken-for-granted understanding of being a professional. Higgs, 
Richardson and Abrandt Dahlgren (2004) argue that health professionals need greater 
awareness and questioning of the philosophical underpinnings of their practices. In their 
book, authors comment on the need for the development of a “practical and discursive 
consciousness in professionals, reflecting not only in or on but also about practice” 
(Abrandt Dahlgren, Richardson, & Kalman, 2004, p.15).   
If reflection or thinking is to illuminate present understandings and question 
assumptions, then it must involve some distance from the task, argue Sandberg and 
Dall’Alba (2006). They point to the need to step back from practice or engage in 
dialogue with others to gain sufficient distance. Schön (1983) also mentions the “circle of 
self-limiting reflection” (p.283) and how the input of others is necessary to highlight 
assumptions. Thus research findings concur that reflective practices crucial for learning 
involve interactive dialogic questioning (Boud & Walker, 1998; Clouder, 2000; Dall'Alba 
& Sandberg, 1996). Yet my findings add to those mentioned above that dialogic 
reflective practices rarely occur in work environments, nor does workplace culture 
typically promote critical reflection.  
The importance of questioning to learning is that questioning opens possibilities. 
Gadamer (1965/1979) observes that, “questions always bring out the undetermined 
possibilities of a thing” (p.338). In my study, Nerida spoke of how she learnt about 
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dealing with the different assumptions of other people at work when she took time to talk 
to them about a range of issues, asking questions and listening carefully to the answers. 
She says: 
Sometimes you find that you have to sit and talk to somebody about a whole lot of 
things and you‘ll get the information you want, not when you ask the direct 
question, but it’ll come out later. So I’m better at listening, and maybe even a little 
bit better at finally trying to find the real meaning behind things, instead of just 
taking things at face value. (Nerida, 423) 
That is, questioning can be both active and receptive. It involves actively asking and 
listening with openness to the possibilities of different meanings. It involves both 
dialogue and thought. Heidegger (1959/1966) distinguishes between thought as 
deliberation on facts, such as problem solving, and reflective thinking. He describes the 
latter as not only thinking to make sense of something, but at the same time gaining a 
calmness that allows access to “a distant view that opens” (1954/1977, p.181). This 
calm thinking is reminiscent of Sally’s plea for quiet time to go inside my head that she 
couldn’t find while work was busy and noisy. In fact Heidegger (1959/1966) comments, 
as do current researchers, about how space and time for reflective thinking is limited by 
the busyness of everyday professional life: 
Let us not fool ourselves. All of us, including those who think professionally 
… are often enough thought-poor; we are all far too easily thought-less. 
Thoughtlessness is an uncanny visitor who comes and goes everywhere in 
today’s world. For nowadays we take in everything in the quickest and 
cheapest way, only to forget it just as quickly. (p.44) 
For Heidegger, reflective or questioning thinking is a path; a direction rather than a 
destination. He states that: “questioning builds a way” (1954/1993, p.311). Barnacle 
(2001) describes Heidegger’s assertion that such thought is never complete, by referring 
to the “in-between nature” of thought (p.11). Such thinking in learning is related to the 
notion of CPL as open-ended.  
I suggest the term “thoughtful questioning” to describe a form of thinking involving 
questioning that some participants in the study use. Drawing on Heidegger, thoughtful 
questioning can be both active and receptive. It is active in the sense of raising and 
questioning taken-for-granted assumptions. It is receptive in the sense of openness to 
possibilities, as a journey without a specific ending. Both require some distance from 
everyday practice yet are grounded in that practice. Neither appears to be encouraged 
in current working contexts. Both may involve not only periods of stillness but interaction 
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and dialogue with other people. It would be a mistake to see them as opposites. They 
are not separate forms of thinking but one and the same.  
The lack of questioning of assumptions or thoughtful questioning amongst participants in 
this study may have multiple antecedents. Time constraints in a busy practice could be 
one. However, even when some professionals did not feel pressured by time, reflection 
was not always seen as important. As Lisa describes: I suppose I don't see it as a big 
priority to timetable time for reflection (728). The workplaces described in the study do 
not adequately support a culture of inquiry through open dialogue. Also, questioning 
assumptions means opening one’s self to doubt and uncertainty; a potentially vulnerable 
situation in contemporary workplaces. One aspect of CPL that needs thoughtful 
questioning is the assumption that certainty can ever be attained in professional practice 
within the human sciences. 
6.2.2 Engaging with uncertainty  
Uncertainty is revealed as an essential feature of CPL in the findings (see section 5.3.6). 
Participants highlight the primacy of action in learning, while expressing discomfort 
about uncertainty in CPL. There are three important aspects of uncertainty in CPL 
discussed in this section. Uncertainty is acknowledged as a feature of CPL linked to not 
knowing, thoughtful questioning and openness to possibilities. The realisation that 
practice will always be uncertain because of the ambiguities of human nature is also 
highlighted. Finally, the positive value of uncertainty in learning as a source of creativity 
and stimulation is raised.  
Uncertainty is a notion frequently referred to within the context of the changing world of 
work and education (see section 2.2.2). It is a problematic notion, not only with respect 
to the difficulties purported to be linked to it, but also because it is conceptualised in 
different ways by researchers. There are three main foci of rhetoric about uncertainty in 
research literature: describing its “impact” on culture and organisations (e.g. Handy, 
1996); finding ways to “manage” it (e.g. Kramer, 2004); and trying to “understand” it (e.g. 
Molloy, 2004). Increasing uncertainty has been described as a determining feature of 
our current “mode two” society and a driver for the need for “mode two” knowledge 
production (Nowotny et al., 2001, p.10). Yet life has never been certain; it is merely the 
expectation of modernity that features of life can be made certain.  
Since Werner Heisenberg’s “uncertainty principle” was proposed in the 1920s, 
uncertainty has been accepted as a feature of scientific investigation requiring 
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management and control (Grbich, 1999, p.20). From this scientific perspective, 
uncertainty is linked to notions of control, evidence, reliability and risk. These are notions 
that are also implicit in the moves towards certainty exemplified by increasing 
professional regulation with a focus on evidence-based practice. Yet a scientific 
perspective is only one way of understanding the world. In the 1950s, Heidegger 
(1954/1993) critiqued a technological or scientific perspective as a way of viewing the 
world that assumes that the world can be controlled by man and made increasingly 
certain. He also comments on the fear of error in a scientific perspective that feeds a 
constant “element of distrust” (1950/2002, p.87). The search for certainty in the 
contemporary workplace, and focus on supervision of staff to control risk and error, also 
implies an element of distrust of staff. 
In contrast with the risk control of a scientific perspective, a humanities perspective 
views uncertainty as necessary for creativity; a powerful source of productive energy 
(Grenville & Woolfe, 1993; Woolfe, 2005). It has also been proposed as vital to a 
productive life; as a motivator for questioning and change and as an antidote to boredom 
and inertia (Molloy, 2004). Some of the study participants mention this aspect of 
uncertainty in learning. Recognition has been made of the artistry and creativity of 
professional practice, by researchers since Schön (see section 2.3.3.2), with 
acknowledgment that professional decisions always involve degrees of uncertainty and 
risk (Andresen & Fredericks, 2001; Fish, 1998; Schmid, 2004; Titchen & Higgs, 2001). 
This recognition of the uncertainty of practice highlights the need to draw on a broader 
concept of evidence than scientifically controlled trials in making professional judgments 
(Hasnain-Wynia, 2006; Stwine & Abrandt Dahlgren, 2004; Tallis, 2005). Current moves 
towards this broader concept of evidence are reflected in a change in terminology from 
evidence-based to evidence-informed practice in some areas (e.g. Pollard, 2002; 
Tranfield, Denyer, & Smart, 2003). In what could be seen as an early critique of 
evidence-based practice, Heidegger (1966/1993) describes the “incessant frenzy of 
rationalization” in scientific perspectives as sometimes “irrational,” stating that “it is 
uneducated not to have an eye for when it is necessary to look for proof and when this is 
not necessary” (p.449). 
In research about learning, the value of uncertainty is highlighted as essential for 
transformative learning (Brookfield, 1987; Mezirow, 1990). Learning, for example, can 
transform a professional’s way of being (Barnett & Coate, 2005; Dall'Alba, 2005). In 
higher education, Barnett (2000a, 2004, 2005) describes preparing students to cope with 
uncertainty, outlining two forms of uncertainty related to the current “supercomplexity” of 
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the world (see section 2.2.2). One form is related to information overload from the vast 
volume of “pertinent evidence” available; the other form is more personal, related to the 
constant challenges people face to their assumptions, in the face of an “unknown” future 
(2004, p.250). He talks of the need for “mode three” knowledge to deal with uncertainty, 
described as “knowing-in-and-with-uncertainty” (2004, p.251). Whilst concurring with the 
need to alter the higher education curriculum to embrace uncertainty, the need to 
articulate new modes of knowledge seems redundant. 
Fundamental to the different ways of thinking about uncertainty described above is that 
uncertainty implies not being certain, thereby assuming a certainty/uncertainty 
dichotomy. Alvesson (2004) talks of ambiguity rather than uncertainty, arguing that 
ambiguity is the feature of work environments that should be acknowledged. Ambiguity 
is distinct from uncertainty as “ambiguity … cannot be clarified just by gathering more 
facts” (p 48). Thus Alvesson highlights the ambiguity of reality referred to by many 
phenomenologists. As Merleau-Ponty (1964a) says: “One is always ambiguous when 
one tries to understand others. What is ambiguous is the human condition” (p.41). 
Ambiguity is perhaps a more apt term than uncertainty when describing human 
experience, as certainty is never possible. 
But the participants of this study did not speak of ambiguity; indeed they did not use the 
word uncertainty. They frequently referred to “certainty” and their lack of it in situations. 
Most expressed what I have described as uncertainty in terms of not knowing what to do 
in situations that are not cut and dried. I use the term uncertainty to capture their search 
for certainty, achieved by gathering more facts. Other researchers discuss the 
uncertainty of practice, where professionals are called upon to consider multiple and 
sometimes contradictory factors, including policy directives, research evidence and 
client perspectives (Charles, 2001; Mullavey-O'Byrne & West, 2001). Kathryn Denhardt 
(1991) describes workplace dilemmas, for example, where professionals are required to 
be responsive to both superiors and clients, despite conflicting demands; or to increase 
efficiency and minimise costs yet maintain a high quality service. Many dilemmas at 
work may not be clear-cut, often requiring a choice between “right and right” (Badaracco, 
1997). 
In other words, the quest for certainty of practice in any human services profession is, 
and has always been, elusive; involving dealing with human beings whose very nature is 
ambiguous. Within the health professions, there is a call from some researchers for an 
acceptance of this; for practitioners to learn to “sit with uncertainty” (Charles, 2001, 
p.68). As well as sitting with uncertainty, though, there is a need to examine how 
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professionals act with uncertainty, as they do when they learn. There is a possible 
paradox in CPL between the decisiveness implied in taking action and the uncertainty 
that can prompt thoughtful questioning.  
The importance of uncertainty in CPL is linked to not knowing. As an undergraduate, not 
knowing is expected and education includes demonstrating that a student has learnt. 
Following graduation, delivering evidence of learning can be counter productive, but the 
expectation is perpetuated within a performativity agenda of demonstrating competence 
and producing measurable outcomes. Kim describes the anxiety that not knowing 
engenders when demonstration of knowledge is expected as a practising professional: I
remember how anxious I was because I didn’t know what the outcomes of things were 
(366). All professionals feel uncertainty, but the degree of comfort with uncertainty 
varies. 
As all participants highlight, being able to say you don’t know or are uncertain is 
important in CPL. Yet there are many situations where professionals feel uncomfortable 
about not knowing; hiding behind a professional cloak. I have drawn from Brookfield’s 
(1995) term “impostership,” where he describes a similar feeling of being the only 
professional who doesn’t know enough (p.229). The high value that is currently placed 
on evidence from sources other than experience may lead professionals to doubt 
knowledge from their own experiences. This can be exacerbated by feelings of guilt 
about keeping up-to-date, because of the strong moral commitment that most 
professionals have to practice (Day, 1999). Schön (1983) claims that, because of a 
mismatch between the realities of practice and the technical rational focus of 
professional education, “uncertainty is a threat; its admission is a sign of weakness” 
(p.69). There is a need to foreground uncertainty in practice and learning. Brookfield 
(1995) describes the importance of speaking out about impostership; breaking the 
“conspiracy of silence” (p.247).  
How is a transition made from not knowing to knowing more through learning? Crucial to 
CPL is the notion of caring about practice as the catalyst allowing active engagement 
with uncertainty to reveal something novel (see constituent two in Table 5). In examining 
the role of intuition in learning, Inna Semetsky (2004) refers to John Dewey’s “leap” 
(p.443) and Nell Noddings “bridge” (p.435) to describe this learning transition. Semetsky 
describes the need for an affective state of “desire” as well as open receptivity in order 
to make the leap. That is, you have to care to engage with uncertainty. 
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Acknowledging publicly that uncertainty is a positive feature of CPL and ambiguity is 
inherent in the human condition is crucial for professionals learning to adapt in changing 
circumstances. Being able to ask questions is linked to “the knowledge of not knowing” 
(Gadamer, 1965/1979, p.326). As other researchers also claim, acceptance of 
uncertainty, tolerance for ambiguity, and a capacity to question and reframe 
understandings are important when learning in today’s context of change (Abrandt 
Dahlgren, Richardson & Kalman, 2004; Garrick & Usher, 2000).  
Finally, uncertainty in learning implies dynamic interchange between the known and the 
unknown, like a conversation. Wenger (1998) describes learning as a social practice, 
“straddling the known and the unknown in a subtle dance of self” (p.41).  In a compelling 
fictional account of an engineer describing uncertainty of practice in the field, Kate 
Grenville (1999) writes: “The solution to one problem created another … [so that] it was 
an exchange, backwards and forwards. Some men thought of it as a war, but to him it 
was like a conversation” (p.63). This aptly illustrates the difference between conceiving 
uncertainty and ambiguity in practice as a source of interest and creative inspiration, 
rather than something to be controlled. There are many forms of creative conversations 
in CPL, most clearly expressed within the constituent of interconnection. 
6.2.3 Imagining conversations 
There has been a substantial amount of research confirming the social nature of 
learning, as indicated in chapter two. In relation to CPL, researchers have investigated 
the role of mentors and networks (e.g. Devos, 2004; Fuller & Unwin, 2004; Gibson & 
Heartfield, 2005; Gold, 2002; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2000; Hollands et al., 2001; 
Lieberman & Grolnick, 1997; QBTR, 2002), and the value of working with professionals 
from other disciplines (e.g. Barr et al., 2005; Hall, 2005; Reeves, Freeth, McCrorie, & 
Perry, 2002; Rodger et al., 2004). Not unexpectedly, my findings confirm the crucial 
importance in CPL of talking, listening, watching and working with others. The findings 
demonstrate that where mentors, supervisors or peers are supportive in CPL, it is the 
quality of the relationship, rather than a pre-determined process, that is the crux of that 
support. Participants also report that learning is a two-way dialogue, in that more 
experienced colleagues can learn from less experienced ones and vice versa. The role 
of dialogue in learning has been raised already with respect to questioning of 
assumptions.  
Learning through interaction with people in constituent three involves not only learning 
from them, but also learning how to work with them, especially those from other 
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professions. Yet most participants report feeling unprepared for common 
miscommunication issues in the workplace. Good communication is stressed as crucial 
by participants, but there are different views about what communication entails. Although 
development of communication skills is a common aim in professional education, these 
are often portrayed as “soft skills” to be tacked on after important knowledge is taught 
(Beckett & Hager, 2002, p.28).   
Participants note that the development of communication skills in their undergraduate 
programs focused on rapport with clients and negotiation of roles in teamwork. Yet some 
participants highlight how learning to work with others involves more than the 
development of a set of communication skills. It involves openness to alternative points 
of view and the ability to see other people’s perspectives. Participants who are open and 
questioning find they learnt a lot about themselves and their practice through such 
communication. Those who do not question refer to communication in practice in terms 
of persuading others in order to sell their therapy program. They seem to have problems 
seeing the perspective of others, if it differs from their own. 
Imagination is vital in seeing differing perspectives in learning. That is, imagination has a 
social role in CPL. With respect to the role of empathetic communication in learning, 
Mezirow (2000) observes that: 
Imagination is central to understanding the unknown; it is the way we 
examine alternative interpretations of our experience by “trying on” another’s 
point of view. The more reflective and open we are to the perspectives of 
others, the richer our imagination of alternative contexts for understanding 
will be. (p.20) 
The role of imagination in learning needs clarification. In constituent three in CPL, 
interconnection, imagination is mainly described in a temporal sense (see Table 5). That 
is, imagination refers to the way in which the professional draws together significant 
experiences from her past and the past of others, as possibilities for the future. 
Imagination describes the ability to traverse time and space in the present. Cheryl 
Mattingly (1998) uses a similar image in her analysis of professional practice of 
occupational therapists, referring to the ability of practitioners to “see backward” from a 
future imagined endpoint (p.155). 
Imagination also refers to the creative way experiences are interconnected in CPL. 
Creativity in professional practice (often referred to as artistry) is about finding innovative 
solutions to problems (Denshire, 2002; Fish, 1998; Schmid, 2004). A creative 
imagination is linked to the ability to remain open to possibilities and tolerate uncertainty; 
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to see patterns and connections (Halling, 2005, p.5). It is even proposed as the basis of 
scientific breakthroughs (Peshkin, 2000, p.5). What most accounts of imagination stress 
is a creative rupture in habits that allows new ways of seeing the world (Steeves, 2004, 
p.5).   
Imagination has been identified as crucial for the ability to make judgements based on 
experience since Immanuel Kant’s writings centuries ago (Beckett & Hagar, 2003; 
Heath, 2003; Lohmar, 2005). An important aspect of making professional judgements is 
the ability to see something as something else through creative imagination (Schön, 
1983, p.185). Barnett (2004) also refers to the need for imagination to cope with 
uncertainties of the future (p.251). Despite such references, imagination receives little 
attention in studies on learning (Morley, 2005). James Morley describes imagination as a 
“confounding variable” in judgement that science sought to control through the 
experimental method (p.117). Moreover he highlights the importance of imagination in 
research into human experience, stating: “The power of imagination to transcend the 
giveness of existence in favour of its possibilities may actually define the human 
condition itself” (p.117).  
Those participants who could see another’s perspective in CPL used imagination. In the 
constituent of interconnection, then, imagination can be social as well as temporal. 
Johnson (1987) draws on phenomenology and cognitive science to argue the centrality 
of imagination in understanding and communication (p.172), describing imagination as 
embodied structures of understanding by which we make sense of the world (p.xiii). He 
proposes that structures of imagination are shared with others when we understand 
each other, and thus are integral to our ability to communicate.  
The role of imagination in seeing the perspectives of others is not highlighted in the 
literature about learning from others. Referring to Heidegger’s work, Brian Elliott (2005) 
claims that imagination is the very “materialization of social understanding”, noting, 
however, that “just as language at once facilitates and restricts individual acts of 
discourse, such imagination resists as much as conducts what the individual means to 
say” (p.153). In other words, imagination offers possibilities for both shared 
understanding and misunderstanding, as the findings of the study illustrate. 
Therefore, imaginative conversations in learning enable understanding to be shared. In 
the workplace, genuine shared conversation can create a social space of understanding. 
Referring to Gadamer’s conception of the ‘betweenness” of conversation, Bela Banathy 
and Patrick Jenlink (2005) state that “genuine dialogue is a turning together in 
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conversation, to create a social space – a betweenness – in which personal opinions 
and ideologies are suspended and wherein persons conjoin in community to search for 
new meaning and understanding” (p.ix). Genuine dialogue is valued by professionals in 
CPL, but, as many researchers note, such dialogue is not often seen in the workplace 
(Brockbank et al., 2002; Dall'Alba & Sandberg, 1996).   
6.2.4 Voicing what is valued 
What is valued in CPL? There is general agreement among participants of this study 
that they value CPL as a complex web of open-ended experiences which engage their 
whole being. They value that these experiences are interconnected with the experiences 
of others over time, in a climate of trust and support. As constituent four of CPL 
(circumscribed openness) demonstrates, workplaces offer many opportunities for 
learning. As a site of conversation and interchange with others, of engagement with the 
realities and uncertainties of practice, workplaces are integral to the experience of CPL.  
But such interaction and engagement is not always valued or supported by 
stakeholders, other than the professionals. Problems with the contemporary workplace 
as a site for CPL are confirmed by this study. Staff shortages, timetabling problems and 
time spent on what was perceived as administrative trivia are described as counter-
productive for learning. The findings also suggest that professionals feel their education 
did not adequately equip them to cope with workplace challenges.  
Workplace challenges are discussed in this section by examining the professionals’ 
perception of performative features of their working context, highlighting supervision of 
their learning and practice. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, there is general 
agreement from participants that work pressures have intensified. Perceptions of stress 
have certainly increased, as revealed most cogently in the second round of interviews. 
Research confirms this perception (Burchell et al., 2002; Garrick & Clegg, 2001; Weekes 
et al., 2001). In time-pressured environments, the “drive to produce outputs [may] hurry 
the thinking time” suggests Elizabeth Smythe (2003, p.55) in her critique of universities. 
Certainly, few participants report having any quiet time for thinking, except at home. In 
discussing learning from others at work, Boud and Heather Middleton (2003) suggest 
that constant change at work may hamper the development of stability required for 
trusting relationships in a group to develop (p.201). My findings concur with these 
authors. Participants are rushed, but cope by drawing on a fluid network of relationships 
in finding support for learning, not necessarily single mentors or stable long-term 
communities. 
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Despite concerns, however, there is general acceptance from the participants that such 
pressures are part of being a professional at work. All descriptions of CPL experiences 
involve dealing with varying demands of the complex circumstances that constitute 
professional practice. In fact learning about the nuances of workplace politics, and how 
to negotiate systems to gain the best outcomes for clients is stressed by all as crucial to 
learning to work as a professional. Boud and Middleton (2003) also discuss how 
professionals at work learn to negotiate the political and bureaucratic processes as they 
learn to work with others (p.199). Like many other areas of learning, participants feel 
such workplace challenges should be raised as part of their professional preparation. 
Beverley Axford’s (2005) research identifies similar problems for student teachers, 
engineers and nurses in their transition to work in Australia, highlighting the need for 
more realistic preparation.  
Learning about the performative features of work is described by participants as learning 
to “play the game”. Despite some concerns about playing the game, there is little critical 
questioning of the rules of the game, or the possibility of change, except by participants 
such as Sam. For example, supervision is discussed by participants as a synonym for 
support without questioning the taken-for-granted assumption of the need for 
supervision. As mentioned previously, the words supervision and support are used 
interchangeably in everyday discourse and in official documents gathered from the 
professional associations and workplaces. Yet the two concepts are very different. This 
lack of clarity between supervision and support is fraught with difficulties. 
Participants recognise that new graduates need supervision or more structured support. 
Those who graduated more recently describe various ways in which they learnt from the 
support of others, highlighting the quality of the relationship and the feeling of trust as 
important factors in supporting learning. In a study of public sector workplace learning, 
Chris Hughes (2004) suggests there are problems with the assumption that supervisors 
will facilitate continuing learning of staff. He identifies potential conflicts of interest 
between the role of supervisors in facilitation of learning and surveillance of staff 
standards. Hughes (2002) discusses the “burden of trust” in this relationship as 
asymmetrical, in that the employee needs to prove his trustworthiness by portraying 
himself as competent (p.64). He identifies an interesting conundrum in that the more 
autonomous workers are, the more they must prove their trustworthiness and the more 
difficult it may be for them to let down their guard in admitting what they don’t know 
(p.68).  
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My findings support Hughes’ studies. Trust rather than trustworthiness is stressed as 
crucial in supportive relationships in CPL. In a culture similar to that described by 
Hughes, the descriptions of many of my participants as hiding behind a professional 
cloak and not voicing what was valued is not surprising. In the network meetings I 
attended, there was more open discussion about uncertainties and letting down of 
professional guards when supervisors were absent. In the vignette that opens this 
thesis, Sally is concerned when asked to talk about her experiences in public, in that she 
tried several strategies before finding what worked with her clients. She felt she couldn’t 
talk about what not to do, so she spoke about the literature instead. Although she learnt 
from giving the talk on the literature review, she also learnt from trial and error with her 
clients, but didn’t feel comfortable voicing this aspect of her learning with her supervisor.  
Support for learning involves a combination of trust and challenge. Within a supportive 
environment where uncertainty and doubt can be raised in open conversations, 
questions that challenge assumptions may be posed. Angie Titchen (2000) refers to a 
combination of “high challenge” and “high support” in her conceptual framework of 
“critical companionship” to assist experiential learning of colleagues through critical and 
reflective dialogue. Other research supports this combination. Michael Fullan (2001) 
stresses the need for both “pressure and support” with respect to learning in times of 
change (p.91). Whilst questioning the use of pressure as a term, I concur with his 
explanation of the success of professional learning communities as related to the 
“seamless” combination of these elements. 
Can openness be supervised? Can learning be controlled? Empirical evidence suggest 
not. There is a need for a culture of support and inquiry that values CPL as it is 
experienced. The discourse of supervision needs to be replaced with one of support, 
where “stewardship” in guiding another may be exercised without a focus on control 
(Wadsworth, 2001, p.421). This would involve the valuing of professionals and their 
practice, whilst challenging and questioning elements of that practice. In accepting and 
valuing professional learning as it is experienced, trust, support and agency can be 
highlighted instead of supervision, surveillance and control.  
6.3 Wider Context of Professional Dissonance 
The fact that participants deal with dissonance in CPL in different ways highlights the 
idiosyncratic nature of CPL involving interplay between the professional’s way of being 
and the professional culture. Questioning assumptions, acceptance of uncertainty and 
imagining other perspectives are not apparent in many descriptions of learning gathered 
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in this study. Yet these features have been raised by current researchers and past 
philosophers as crucial to learning in changing circumstances. I propose that the 
hesitancy of most participants to speak out about what is valued in CPL is linked to 
discomfort with questioning and uncertainty within the current work culture, and 
attendant difficulties seeing the possibility of change.  
In concluding this chapter, two implications of dissonance are discussed. Firstly, the 
claim is made that the dissonance with respect to learning is reflective of competing life-
world discourses currently impacting upon professional life. Secondly, the hidden nature 
of dissonance is linked not only to this professional context but also to how the 
participants understand being a professional, highlighting the ontological dimension of 
learning as a professional that is often neglected in CPD. 
6.3.1 Competing life-world discourses 
Dissonance between the reality of the experience of CPL and the rhetoric of learning 
expectations can be seen as reflective of a wider dissonance in the current working 
culture for professionals in the caring professions, such as health, teaching or social 
work. I have described tensions within the experience of CPL between the openness of 
learning and circumscription of context (chapter five), dissonance between the reality of 
CPL experiences and rhetoric about CPD practices (chapter six), and the dilemmas for 
professionals between the search for certainty in the current context and the inherent 
uncertainty of practice (chapter two). All these ways of describing tensions reflect a 
wider dissonance between a technicist, economic rationalist perspective operating within 
contemporary working life and the ambiguity of the human condition that makes working 
in human services inherently uncertain.  
For participants of this study, this wider dissonance is reflected in what is valued at work. 
Essentially there is dissonance between what the professionals value in their work and 
what they perceive is valued by their employers. That is, participants can live with and 
accept the need to play the game, with its outcomes focus on demonstrating efficiency 
and accountability. What causes significant unease for these professionals is not feeling 
valued, so that what they value in their practice and learning, appears to be discounted 
by the organisations for which they work. What the participants value is clearly and 
universally stated. It is making a difference to the lives of their clients. They describe 
how their work is meaningful for them on this basis. This meaning is linked to learning, 
as it determines which situations the professionals care about sufficiently to engage with 
in a meaningful way in learning. In other words, what’s the point in learning if it does not 
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make a difference to what matters. This is the nub of the problem in organisational 
training for the purposes of introducing policy changes. Unless professionals can see the 
relationship of proposed changes to what they value about work (in this case making a 
difference for clients), they are unlikely to engage in learning. 
With respect to learning, participants describe feeling unsupported by an organisational 
hierarchy that shows no interest or realises the value of the work you do (Olivia, 81).
Paula describes how she perceives this lack of valuing of staff as a lack of support for 
learning. She states that her ability to find creative solutions in difficult situations with 
problems of staff shortages and increasing busyness is hampered by bureaucratic 
constraints. Although it is important to support staff in such situations, especially the way 
they feel about their work, Paula (228) feels this isn’t happening. Stating that the 
participants’ work is not valued raises the question of what is valued. It appears that cost 
effectiveness rather than empathy with others, and evidence of outcomes rather than 
making of meaning, are valued. 
In a critique of the contemporary context for teachers, Bronwyn Davies (2003) highlights 
the way that a culture of distrust and surveillance, where work is valued for its economic 
outcomes rather than its meaning, leads teachers to question their value as 
professionals. The participants in my study emphasise that the lack of valuing of them 
and their work impacts on them negatively, particularly in a climate where continual 
professional development is stressed. The comments of some of my participants 
resonate with Davies’ (2003) statements below:  
The constant threat of external punitive surveillance potentially erodes the 
professional judgement of everyone.… The personal dynamic that is set up 
is potentially exhausting and debilitating, since it is likely that no one can 
experience themselves as “good enough” when the basis of assessment is 
externalised, constantly escalating, subject to change, and often at odds with 
the professional knowledge on which previous good practice was based. 
(p.95) 
Increasing standardisation of professional practice in the public health sector in 
Australia, with consequent constraints on professional autonomy, is called “hyper-
rationalisation” by sociologist John Germov (2005). In a climate of increasing litigation, 
regulation of current workplaces is typically described as important for risk control. Ulrich 
Beck’s (1992) recognition of the control of risk as a determining feature of society has 
been garnered in critiques about increasing control of society.  The argument is made 
that control is increased to manage and order uncertainty and risk (Davies, 2003; Weil, 
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1999). Yet aversion to risk through regulation hampers the risk-taking inherent in 
creating possibilities in learning and practice (Rodrigues, 2005).   
Whilst agreeing that the public need to be protected through some means of 
professional regulation, the degree of risk posed from well educated professionals in 
caring professions is questionable. Despite the occasional instance of unethical 
behaviour brought to the attention of registration boards, there is no compelling evidence 
suggesting that public sector professionals would run amok if the closed fist of control 
and supervision were loosened in favour of more trust and support. The rhetoric of risk 
management is not only about safety and litigation, but also about economic factors. 
Van Manen (1977, p.223) notes the translation of accountability into “countability” in 
such a climate, as reflected in Sam’s lament that it was patently obvious she is just a 
position number (454).
As mentioned at the beginning of this section, there are two main competing social 
discourses currently implicated in the professional life-world. They are related to what is 
valued in professional work as well as what is considered important and worthwhile in 
life in general. Such discourses are seen currently in both popular and academic 
literature. On the one hand, there is an economic rationalist discourse which values 
technical advances with outcomes that can be evaluated in an instrumental manner. I 
have referred to this as the discourse of performativity throughout this thesis. Within this 
discourse, people’s knowledge is valued as a resource to be controlled, and learning is 
related to a search for certainty. From this perspective, life can be improved through 
progress and growth, involving a constant search for improved efficiency and better 
economic outcomes. Time is perceived as accelerating; people doing more, better and 
faster (Guy, 2002; Nowotny, 1994). This is the predominant discourse in society today, 
especially in the public world of work (Davies, 2003; Giddens, 2002; Handy, 1996; 
Hochschild, 1997).  
At the same time, there are moves in society, mirrored in education and public 
discourse, that increasingly express a yearning for meaning, purpose, spirituality or 
wholeness in life. The importance of relationships and social connections are stressed. 
This discourse is reflected by an interest in slowing the pace of life. From this 
perspective, life is perceived to improve through enhancing the well-being of individuals 
and society. Social scientist, Clive Hamilton (2003) draws on Aristotle’s term 
“eudemonia” to describe a worthwhile life for individuals and society, linked to well-
being, that includes meaningful work (p.212). I refer to this as the discourse of meaning. 
Although the outlook within this discourse of meaning is disparate in comparison to the 
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monolithic performative hegemony, a coherent framework is emerging (e.g. Eckersley, 
2004; Ferrara, 1998; Guignon, 2004b; Taylor, 1992). With respect to professionals in the 
caring professions in particular, arguments are strongly made for a way of working as a 
professional that is related to a life of meaning and value for the professional and society 
(e.g. Higgs & Titchen, 2001b; Iwama, 2004; Noddings, 2002; Tsivacou, 2005). The 
vignette of Olivia (section 5.3.4.4 and 5.4) describes this perspective clearly, although 
other participants refer in various ways to the importance of meaning derived from 
learning at work. 
Philosopher Charles Guignon (2004b) describes a tension between two similar 
“worldviews” as deeply opposed conceptions of what life is about (p.78). Although he 
uses different descriptors, he comments that many people experience a split between a 
performative-based outlook required in working life, with a focus on economic outcomes, 
and a meaning-based outlook in private life with a focus on social relationships (p.79). In 
the former, processes are valued more than people; progress more than meaning. He 
raises problems with such dissonance similar to those discussed in this chapter. 
The feeling of dissonance as a professional may reflect more than a dissonance 
between the reality of CPL experiences and the rhetoric of CPD expectations. 
Dissonance between meaningful lives as professionals and meeting performative 
professional expectations are, I suggest, an aspect of being a professional within a 
society where competing discourses exist. This issue is discussed in chapter eight.  
6.3.2 The hidden nature of dissonance 
Why is this dissonance hidden? The fact that there was little questioning of performative 
aspects of the workplace by participants could be related to the implicit nature of 
professional regulation mentioned in chapter two. Thus organisational processes are 
experienced as a given; taken-for-granted as “a set of rules and regulations that 
determine the truth and therefore what is said, who says what, and where” (Horsfall et 
al., 2001, p.91). Drawing on Foucault, Debbie Horsfall, Hilary Byrne-Armstrong and Rod 
Rothwell also argue that implicit power differentials at work are enacted through 
accepted discourse about work. Such power may not be coercive, but operates through 
“discourses and practices, which normalise, categorise, measure and generally regulate” 
(Usher et al., 1997, p.77). In linking power, meaning and identity, Michael Apple (1999) 
notes that the discourse of institutional life normalises and disguises these power 
relationships (p.173).  
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In this study, an implicit power relationship is evident in the unquestioned need for 
professional supervision. No participants question the assumption that as professionals, 
of any age or level of experience, they need to be supervised, although their private 
sector counterparts are not. Davies (2003) argues resistance in current professional 
work is often “silenced or trivialised” because the established way of working is implicit 
and hence unquestionable (p.93). 
Although trust is identified as important for workplace learning in this study and others 
(Brockbank et al., 2002; English-Lueck, Darrah, & Saveri, 2002; Fukuyama, 1995; 
Gilbert, 2005), Charles Handy (1997) argues that many institutions work on the 
assumption people can’t be trusted. He describes systematic surveillance of workers to 
prevent error as audit mania (p.141). Davies (2003) also critiques the surveillance of 
professional educators as endemic within rampant managerialism in Australia. In 
describing how trust is undermined, she notes that resources that could support 
professionals’ work are redirected towards surveillance and auditing (p.93).  
Research into the public service culture in Australia is recently attracting attention in the 
media as a result of public enquiries (Mulgan, 2005; Podger, 2005; Preston, Sampford, 
& Connors, 2002). A culture of defensiveness and shifting of blame is sometimes 
identified whereby, instead of learning from errors, attempts are made to cover them up, 
thereby avoiding public scrutiny with attendant political fallout (Bradley & Parker, 2001; 
Brown, Magendanz, & Leary, 2004; Sherman, 1998; Wallace, Hunt, & Richards, 1999). 
In this climate, it is no wonder that expressions of doubt and not knowing are hidden by 
many professionals. Such a culture is anathema to open conversations about 
uncertainty.  
The absence of challenge to the status quo in professional work environments, by 
professionals or other stakeholders, is alarming. As mentioned in section 2.3.2.3, there 
is robust critique of professional regulation in literature related to the teaching profession 
(e.g. Apple, 2001; Blackmore, 1999; Britzman & Dippo, 2000), but the voice of 
resistance elsewhere, including the health professions, is a whisper expressed at the 
margins (e.g. Higgs, Richardson & Abrandt Dahlgren, 2004; Horsfall et al., 2001; Trede 
et al., 2003). The voice of resistance has to begin somewhere. It can begin with the 
voices of workplace experience such as the critique raised in Sam’s description. 
The difference between the participants who see constraints in learning as a problem 
with themselves (such as Sally) and those who question the system as the source of 
dissonance and subsequent tensions (such as Sam) is illuminating. Sam is the 
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participant who stands out in that she raises all the questions highlighted in this chapter 
in her own critique of her profession (although other participants raise some of these 
questions). The impact of dissonance between rhetoric and reality in CPL varies with 
each professional’s way of being a professional as detailed in section 5.4. Clarifying 
differences between participants’ experiences of CPL can allow insight into ways of 
supporting professionals to continue learning. These differences relate to the ontological 
dimension of CPL and concept of authenticity described in chapter seven. 
In summary, chapter six questions the current professional culture as problematic for 
CPL. There is a need for more open dialogue in professional life, involving questioning 
and challenging of ideas within a culture of trust and support. The professional life-world 
is not separate from the professional, therefore any discussion of support for CPL needs 
to address the holistic nature of being-in-the-world as a professional. Lack of recognition 
within CPD of the ontological dimension of CPL is also important in explaining the 
hidden nature of dissonance. Chapter seven discusses the ontological implications of 
learning as a professional.
Chapter Seven  
Learning as a Professional  
This study empirically demonstrates that CPL is part of the lived experience of being a 
professional. The way that a professional continues to learn is an expression of her way 
of being a professional, in dynamic interplay with her professional context. Conversely, 
learning shapes that way of being and, therefore, way of dealing with the context. 
Learning as a professional has an important ontological dimension; what and how a 
professional learns varies with who she is as a professional. Thus CPL is an ontological 
as well as an epistemological concern: CPL is as much about who the professional is, as 
it is about what the professional knows. Although the professional referred to here is an 
allied health professional, claims about the ontological dimension of learning are also 
relevant to other professions. 
In this chapter, ontology is highlighted rather than epistemology (which is also 
important), as the usual conceptualisation and implementation of CPD focuses on 
professional knowledge. Although lip service is given to recognition of professionals as 
individual people through flexible delivery of CPD programs, the notion of “being a 
professional” is rarely addressed. Evidence for ontological claims is examined as part of 
my argument for a shift in the way that professional learning is conceptualised. The 
ontological implications of understanding, engagement, interconnection and openness, 
as constituents of CPL, are discussed in section 7.1.  
Recognising the ontological dimension of CPL not only helps in understanding the 
experience of learning, but also has implications for supporting learning. Two examples 
from the findings, comparing how different ways of being a professional impact on 
learning, illustrate this contention. The first examines how dissonance is dealt with in CPL, 
exploring the notion of authenticity in learning (section 7.2). The second explores how 
learning in certain situations may transform professional being (section 7.3). The 
implications of recognising the ontological dimensions of CPL concludes the chapter 
(section 7.4). 
Chapter 7: Learning as a Professional 
 173
7.1 Ontological Claims 
A valid criticism of this study could be that an ontological dimension of learning is 
assumed, because of the explicit phenomenological perspective taken in the research 
design. Because the experience of CPL is conceptualised (see section 3.2.3) as 
involving the whole professional inextricably intertwined within a shared and meaningful 
professional life-world, CPL is necessarily related to being a professional. Researching 
CPD as a collection of factors that influence learning would not highlight ontology. This 
argument is circular, in a hermeneutic sense, in that the phenomenological perspective 
was chosen to address problems with the current focus on CPD that led to this study. In 
other words, because of my implicit preunderstanding of problems with professional 
learning, I found in phenomenology “what I was looking for” to examine learning, 
although I was unaware of the exact nature of these problems when choosing this 
research approach. 
Providing evidence for ontological claims is problematic, as ontology is the philosophical 
investigation of “being”. Although investigating the meaning of “being” is “the most basic 
and the most concrete” of questions, ‘being” remains a slippery though ancient concept 
(Heidegger, 1927/1962, p.29). Heidegger explains: 
It is said that “Being” is the most universal and the emptiest of concepts. As 
such it resists every attempt at definition. Nor does this most universal and 
hence indefinable concept require any definition, for everyone uses it 
constantly and already understands what he means by it. (p.21) 
In claiming that ontological implications of CPL are revealed through analysis of the 
empirical evidence in this study, two avenues are sought. The first is the claim, made in 
chapter six, of verisimilitude of the findings when presented to other professionals. The 
evidence presented in Part C, including the claim that CPL is as much about “who a 
professional is” as about “what a professional knows,” appears to resonate with the 
experience of others, rather than appear as empty philosophical theorising. The second 
avenue is the examination of the findings in the light of the phenomenological ontology 
of Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty and Gadamer. Merleau-Ponty (1945/2002) muses that 
readers interested in human experience may find, upon reading phenomenological 
philosophers such as Heidegger, not something new, but a “recogni[tion of] what they 
had been waiting for” (p.viii). This chapter demonstrates how concrete examples of CPL 
experiences resonate with such philosophical investigations of human experience. 
Part D: Integration 
 
174
In his phenomenological analysis of being, Heidegger (1927/1962) begins with an 
ontological examination of what it means to be a human being, capable of enquiring into 
being. Similarly, this chapter examines what it means to be a professional who learns.  
Following Heidegger, (see section 3.2.1), I argue that most analyses of professional 
learning are ontic examinations of elements contributing to learning, such as 
professional behaviour, knowledge and skills. In contrast, this study includes an 
ontological examination of the experience of being a professional who learns, 
highlighting how various ways of being a professional shape learning. To begin, I 
examine how “being a professional” is understood in the literature on professional 
learning. 
7.1.1 What does “being a professional” mean? 
This question is rarely asked in the professional literature. Being a professional implies 
belonging to a certain profession, described in terms of membership of a professional 
group, such as doctors, engineers, teachers or architects. The boundaries of that group, 
typically determined by the possession of certain attributes and the undertaking of 
particular responsibilities, are regulated by registration boards and professional 
associations (Freidson, 2001; Silva, 2002; Williams, 2005).  
Although additional attributes (such as interpersonal skills or professional artistry) are 
added to the notion of what a professional is, there is little evaluation of assumptions 
about what it means to be a professional in the literature. The question of who 
professionals are, as opposed to what they know or can do, receives little consideration. 
There is some interest in the research literature in the notion of professional identity 
(Britzman, 1998; Connelly & Clandinin, 1999; Lingard et al., 2003; McCormack, Gore, & 
Thomas, 2004; Palmer, 1998). But, as argued in chapter two, a problem with much of 
this conceptualisation of identity is that the professional is separated from her knowledge 
and practice, rather than inextricably embedded. 
The concept of “being” is addressed in some literature on the professions: principally in 
teaching, nursing and occupational therapy (Denshire, 2002; Kleiman, 2004b; Parse, 
2004; Wilcock, 1999); occasionally in other health professions (Higgs & McAllister, 2005; 
Higgs & Titchen, 2001b); rarely in professions beyond those designated as “caring” 
(Donaldson, 2005). As educators, Robyn Ewing and David Smith (2001) note: “It is 
impossible for us to separate out who we are from what we do…. Being is embedded in 
our practice of doing and, through the doing, as practitioners we continue to become 
who we are” (p.16). Consideration of being is an important move away from a strongly 
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epistemological focus in professional education, research into the professions, and 
professional practice. Nevertheless, there is rarely an explicit consideration of what 
being actually means or the ontological and educational implications of the notion of 
professional being. 
What is missing in most considerations of being a professional is the relationship 
between membership of a professional group and identification as a professional, 
through enactment of professional practice. It is in this relationship that the experience of 
learning described in this study is constituted. The interrelationship between learning, 
practice and the development of professional identity is given attention by Wenger 
(1998) in his social theory of learning (see section 2.4.3.2). Wenger argues that learning 
involves the “formation of an identity,” not in the sense of a conscious self-image, but in 
terms of being a member of a community of practice (p.96). He asserts that “the 
experience of identity in practice is a way of being in the world” (p.151). 
Recently, a few researchers have drawn from Heidegger in arguing that higher 
education has an ontological dimension that is rarely addressed (Barnett, 2004; 
Dall'Alba, in prep.; Peters, 2002; Thomson, 2004). Dall’Alba (2004, 2005) argues the 
necessity of professional education addressing what it means to be a professional 
practising within certain professional contexts, rather than focusing on teaching 
professional knowledge and skills. Drawing on the theme of “ontological education” 
implicit in much of Heidegger’s work, Thomson (2001) calls for an ontological shift in 
education, moving from a focus on gaining knowledge to developing insights into being 
human as the basis of all knowing.  
Heidegger’s phenomenological conception of being-in-the-world offers an insightful, 
cogent (albeit dense) ontological analysis that serves to clarify the findings of this study. 
In particular, he offers a way of thinking about different ways of being a professional in 
CPL that neither privileges self (through professional identity) or context (through 
membership of a professional group); instead their interrelationship is examined through 
the study of experience. Following Heidegger, then, I contend that the essential aspect 
of being a professional is “being-in-the-professional-world”. 
7.1.2 Being-in-the-professional-world  
As stated in chapter three, Heidegger’s analysis of being-in-the-world constantly 
reinforces the holistic nature of being. Therefore humans are more than the sum of their 
parts. They are not only in an already existing world of activities; not only affected by 
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and affecting others in the world. The profound nature of Heidegger’s work is his 
conceptualisation of the interrelated totality of being human, through active involvement 
in everyday practice, underpinned by a temporal structure that gives the world, activities 
and self, significance and meaning.  
Drawing on Heidegger, a professional is inseparable from the world of professional 
practice. To identify as a professional in a specific practice implies being within a shared 
and intersubjectively meaningful professional life-world. All the participants in this study 
consider themselves to be professionals. They speak of themselves as belonging to a 
specific category of professional, a physiotherapist, for example. Thus, of primary 
importance here, each participant answers questions about professional learning from 
her particular (albeit shared) understanding of what it is to “be a therapist”.  
As stated, the world with which people are concerned is a public world. Heidegger 
describes “being-with” as humans are always involved in some specific shared 
practices; socialised into culturally and historically formed roles so that they know what 
to do and how to be, for example, as therapists (Dreyfus, 1991, p.163). As mentioned in 
section 3.2.2.2, Heidegger’s (1927/1962) term “for-the-sake-of-which” describes how 
activities make sense to a person within a particular social role (p.120). A social role, 
such as being a therapist, has assumed norms that shape ways of being as “a self-
interpretation that informs and orders all my activities” (Dreyfus, 1991, p.95).  
For example, Nerida describes her use of a piece of equipment in her practice from her 
understanding of being a therapist, as just right for the purposes of a particular activity. 
She describes not its physical characteristics, but its usefulness in the context of a 
specific learning situation, reflecting on the difficulties with its purchase, installation and 
safety guidelines. Nerida’s involvement in this situation makes sense to her in an 
integrated way because of her implicit understanding of being a professional therapist. 
Crucial to Heidegger’s analysis of being human, is time. Heidegger (1927/1962) claims 
that time provides “the horizon for all understanding of Being and for any way of 
interpreting it” (p.39). He clarifies that this temporal nature of being allows a sense of self 
and of meaning in being-in-the-world (p. 41). It  is the ability of a person to view her 
“whole life” at any moment, going forward as well as back in time and returning into the 
present, that gives her a sense of being a “unified self” (Elliott, 2005, p.121; Inwood, 
2000, p.91). Even though experiences vary over time, a person has a sense of continuity 
of self, with a certain “selfsameness and steadiness” (Heidegger, 1927/1962, p. 367). 
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This temporal nature of being human allows a “range of possibilities for the future that 
lets past come alive and mean something to us” in the present (Guignon, 2004b, p.128).  
7.1.3 Ontological Dimensions of CPL 
When taken as a whole, the experience of CPL can be considered to have an 
ontological dimension. The claim, that who professionals are is as important as what 
they know in determining what and how they learn, has a commonsense appeal. In 
examining resonance between empirical data and phenomenological ontology, it can be 
seen that all four constituents of CPL reflect that ontological dimension. The following 
section briefly indicates such resonance, as a way of clarifying the ontological claims of 
this study, as well as illustrating the potential of phenomenological philosophy for gaining 
insight into the experience of professional practice in future research. I draw on Merleau-
Ponty’s and Gadamer’s phenomenological ontology in addition to Heidegger’s in this 
section. Although Heidegger’s conception of being-in-the-world implies the embodied 
nature of being and the interactions of being-with, these other philosophers offer a 
clearer insight into the ontological dimension of certain aspects of CPL.  
7.1.3.1 Understanding of being a professional 
Constituent one of the structure of CPL, change in professional understanding, 
highlights the ontological nature of CPL, as explained through Heidegger’s ontological 
consideration of understanding. As stated in section 3.2.2.2, understanding, as 
familiarity with the world, is essential to being human, enabling people to constantly 
make sense of the world and their involvement in it. Heidegger describes different forms 
and levels of understanding (Dreyfus, 1991). The most primordial, their “understanding 
of being,” permeates all that human beings do and are in the world (Dreyfus, 2000; 
Inwood, 2000; MacAvoy, 2001). All forms of understanding (of things, self, others or 
world) and ways of relating to the world (through thinking, acting, speaking or imagining) 
pre-suppose an understanding of being. Yet at the same time, understanding of being 
pervades and includes all forms of understanding and ways of relating to the world. 
As the participants describe in this study, understanding of “being a professional” is not 
a purely cognitive understanding about professional practice. Understanding 
encapsulates all that a professional is and does, allowing a professional to cope with 
everyday practice. Thus, understanding of being a professional is essential to being-in-
the-professional-world, practising as a professional. 
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In the findings of this study are many examples of different forms of understanding. For 
example, professionals sometimes referred to learning by trial and error as knowing 
what to do. In knowing what to do they did not discuss specific cognitive processes, but 
were not “thoughtless”. Through an understanding of being a professional they were 
able to act, adapting if something did not proceed as they expected. Heidegger 
(1975/1982, p.163) describes such skilful everyday coping where environs, equipment 
and self become transparent. In this study it was often the therapist’s hands and body 
that were transparent in that she was not consciously directing their action. If situations 
were unusual or something went wrong, she would talk of thinking about what to do and 
occasionally questioning what was done.
The understanding that changes through learning was not just related to understanding 
a particular situation or element of professional practice, although it certainly included 
those. Neither was understanding purely related to the present circumstances or past 
experiences, although it also included those. Underpinning all of these aspects of 
understanding was their understanding of being a professional that included all they 
embodied and expressed through their professional practice. This notion of 
understanding transcends distinction between action and thought as it allows and is 
more basic than both (Heidegger, 1975/1982, p.276). Thus, understanding of being a 
professional underpins all interpretation, reflection, action or interaction as a 
professional. This is what changes through learning. 
As mentioned in section 3.2.2.5, all understanding involves preunderstanding. That is, all 
understanding is grounded in something already understood. As Heidegger (1927/1962) 
explains, understanding involves not random knowledge, but our accumulated 
background experiences; our past experience, including our cultural and professional 
socialisation, “goes ahead” of us to form our preunderstanding (p.41). Because of her 
preunderstanding, a professional can notice if a client does not respond as expected, 
interpreting what happens as a problem requiring another course of action. The findings 
highlight that such prior understanding changes when learning occurs, so that an altered 
understanding is brought to the next situation. Understanding even allows people to be 
aware of when they do not understand something (Heidegger, 1927/1962, p.385). The 
participants describe not knowing or uncertainty in situations where they learn, but they 
need a certain understanding of being a professional to be aware of not knowing.  
Drawing on Heidegger, then, understanding of being a professional permeates and 
shapes all that a professional is and does in their professional life. This understanding, 
that changes through learning, is embodied in practice, as described in constituent two.  
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7.1.3.2 Embodied engagement in practice
Understanding is embodied in the experiences of learning described in the study. The 
therapists’ descriptions of learning use many phrases implying embodiment: I feel, I 
sense, I see, my gut reaction. Their change in understanding revolves around notions of 
active doing, which is why I grouped them under the headings of knowing what to do, 
thinking about what to do and questioning what was done. No analysis of professional 
learning could do these experiences justice without overt reference to their embodied 
nature. Our embodied experience in the world has an ontological dimension; an 
expression of being. As Merleau-Ponty (1945/2002) describes: “I am my body … and yet 
at the same time my body is … a provisional sketch of my total being” (p.231).  
Learning through active engagement in professional practice appears self evident. It is 
worth noting that the action involved in learning includes both thinking and doing in 
participants’ accounts. Understanding as described above provides a theoretical account 
of the shared basis of thinking and doing that avoids a dichotomous relationship. It is not 
that thinking and doing are the same; they are clearly different, but cannot be separated 
in CPL. Nor can they be separated in practice, and practice is prominent in all accounts 
of CPL. Mary’s comments, that she really understands something when she can put it 
into practice, resonate with Heidegger’s account that understanding is revealed through 
everyday practice (Dreyfus, 1991, p.184).  
As mentioned in chapter three, Merleau-Ponty (1964a) questions the privileged position 
of rationality, arguing that all rational and critical thought arise out of less articulated 
forms of embodied experience. Thus the “body”, for Merleau-Ponty, refers to the 
embodied origins of all understanding, thought or experience as inseparable from the 
world, rather than the body as a material substance. Others have drawn on Merleau-
Ponty to highlight embodiment as integral to all human experiences (e.g. Cheville, 2005; 
Gallagher, 2005; Ihde, 2002). Dall’Alba and Barnacle’s (2004) notion of “embodied 
knowing” is particularly pertinent for this study.  
The embodied nature of professional understanding is highlighted in my study through a 
focus on learning through engagement in professional practice. That is, being embodied 
allows rather than limits learning. Referring to Merleau-Ponty, Dall’Alba and Barnacle 
(2005) explain that “embodiment … facilitates, rather than obstructs, knowing” (p.725). 
They highlight the ontological nature of embodied knowing in higher education as “an 
integration of ways of knowing, acting and being” (p.721). My findings support their 
research, although in a different context. 
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7.1.3.3 Expressing shared interconnection
As beings-in-the-world, an essential constituent of any lived experience is being-with 
others. Constituent three highlights the social nature of CPL through the interconnection 
of experiences with others over time. All interactions with others in learning involve 
embodied expressions, including speech. Speech can be viewed as an expression of 
embodied understanding. Merleau-Ponty (1945/2002) states that the speaker usually 
does not think while speaking as “his speech is his thought” (p.209). Embodied 
understanding does not need to be shared in face-to-face interactions. For example, 
many of Sam’s most important learning experiences are through interactions with her 
internet community. Sam does not gain random information from the internet. From her 
understanding of being a professional, which is particularly open to learning through 
challenging assumptions, she deliberately seeks international colleagues to learn with. 
Her interaction with her network is an expression of her embodied understanding of 
being a professional. 
Interactions between professionals in learning involve sharing experiences. As 
described in section 3.2.2.4, Gadamer (1965/1979) illuminates the place of dialogic 
conversation in understanding others when experiences are shared. According to 
Gadamer, people have a horizon of understanding that defines what they can 
understand from their current perspective (p.269). This horizon changes with 
experiences and interaction (and learning). When understanding is truly shared in 
communication, horizons merge (p.273). Gadamer describes the ontological nature of 
true communication as changing our very being:  
To reach an understanding with one’s partner in a dialogue is not merely a 
matter of total self-expression and the successful assertion of one’s own 
point of view, but a transformation into a communion, in which we do not 
remain what we were. (p.341) 
This description is uncannily reminiscent of those participants whose own understanding 
was transformed through being able to imagine another’s perspective in learning. For 
example, Olivia’s descriptions in the vignette in chapter five, describe how her 
professional understanding changes through imagining the carer’s point of view, 
allowing a shared understanding of what is possible in that situation. 
7.1.3.4 Possibilities of circumscribed openness
As stated, understanding forms the basis of a person’s ability to adapt to changing 
circumstances. Heidegger’s concept of understanding is orientated towards possibilities 
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(Elliott, 2005, p.118). According to Sandberg (2001b): “Understanding constitutes not 
only our doing and being, but also our possibilities of doing and being something at all” 
(p.18).  
People’s understanding of social situations and roles they take up in the world determine 
which possibilities they see as feasible in certain circumstances. Thus understanding is 
about “being ready in particular circumstances to respond appropriately to whatever 
might normally come along” (Dreyfus, 1991, p.103). It is not just possible choices for any 
given concrete situation that Heidegger (1927/1962) is referring to, rather he talks about 
understanding as being central to broader possibilities for being as “Dasein always 
knows understandingly what it is capable of” (p.385). The possibilities for being are not 
limited to cognition, but concern what one is capable of being in particular situations. 
Choice is possible within this circumscription of possibilities, as I discuss in section 7.2 
with reference to Heidegger’s notion of “authenticity”.  
The range of possibilities available allows “room for manoeuvre” in possible choices to 
make (Dreyfus, 1991, p.186). Thus what it makes sense to do as a female speech 
pathologist working with clients with intellectual impairment is limited to certain horizons 
of possibility. Only certain possibilities present themselves to her as meaningful and 
doable within given circumstances. Depending on her previous background experiences, 
her current involvement, the significance of the current situation - that is, her current 
understanding of being a speech pathologist - she makes certain choices. Hubert 
Dreyfus (1991) describes this clearly: “What I am currently doing makes sense in terms 
of my self-interpretation. I am thus defined not by my current projects or goals, but by 
the possibility of being a [professional]” (p.188). 
In constituent four, the openness of CPL towards possibilities is circumscribed by the 
professional’s working context. Yet context is not separate from who the professional is. 
It is the professional’s understanding of that context, as part of her understanding of 
being a professional in the professional world, that circumscribes the possibilities of 
learning. Thus what my participants described in everyday language is reflected in 
Heidegger’s ontological analysis of experience.  
7.1.3.5 Summary of ontological dimensions of CPL
In summary, CPL is ontological in that learning involves a change in understanding of 
being a professional, embodied and expressed through a particular way of being a 
professional in practice, that allows certain possibilities to appear. This philosophical 
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description clarifies the ontological nature of the concrete learning experiences 
described by the participants. Being-a-professional-in-the-professional-world involves a 
dynamic interplay between the professional and the world, where meaning is 
intersubjectively constructed through being with others over time. Professionals are 
socialised into this world through their education, ongoing expectations of professional 
associations and everyday practice with others. A sense of self as a professional is 
constructed over time through these interactions, so that habitual structures of meaning 
develop as a particular way of being a professional.  
It is not just who a professional is that matters in CPL, in the sense that they express 
learning in idiosyncratic ways related to their way of being a professional. In supporting 
CPL, it is also important that both professionals and other stakeholders in CPL have a 
better awareness of what it means to be a professional, in the current professional 
world. The value of viewing the ontological dimension of CPL through a 
phenomenological lens, as described above, is that an ontological perspective on being 
does not privilege the self over the world, but highlights their chiasmic interrelationship. 
Such an ontological analysis of the findings is not only reflective of the reality of the 
experience of CPL, but allows insight into the professional context as dealt with in 
chapter six, and the way that different ways of being a professional shape learning, as 
dealt with below. 
Two issues are examined in the next two sections; different participants’ experiences of 
learning are compared, illustrating the usefulness of a phenomenological ontological 
analysis of the findings. The experiences of Sally and Nerida, who begin this thesis, are 
compared with those of Sam and Gina from Part C to describe ways of dealing with 
dissonance in CPL in section 7.2, and ways that CPL and professional being shape 
each other in section 7.3. 
7.2 Authenticity in CPL 
All the participants feel they are in some way different from an “ideal” or “real” therapist, 
as described in section 6.1.2. The terms “mavericks” and “impostors” are used to 
describe how comfortable therapists are with this difference. The way that dissonance 
between experiences and expectations in CPL is dealt with by Sam and Sally is 
discussed below by contrasting their different ways of being a professional. By doing so, 
the notion of authenticity is raised. Possibilities for support for learning related to a 
framework of authenticity are discussed in chapter eight. 
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7.2.1 Mavericks and Impostors 
Sam describes a way of learning as an expression of being authentic as a professional. 
She sees the dissonance between her experiences and the official professional 
expectations as a problem with the current professional culture. In contrast, Sally 
expresses a way of learning that implies she feels she is not “good enough” compared to 
the established rhetoric about CPD responsibilities. It is the comfort or discomfort in 
different ways of dealing with dissonance that highlights the notion of authenticity, as 
explained below. 
7.2.1.1 Vignette: I’m never sure if what I’m learning is the truth
Sally is an experienced professional who likes to know she has done things to the best 
of her ability, but in both interviews she constantly refers to feeling as though she could 
always do better. She loves learning and sees it as a professional responsibility … an 
essential part of being a professional (244). For Sally, learning is equivalent to studying 
in many ways, and she calls herself a continual student. She describes learning as 
putting it all logically into my brain so I can give it out to others (44). Learning for Sally is 
about certainty and facts, and she feels uncomfortable with the uncertainty of 
professional knowledge:  
Studying therapy sometimes frustrates me because the picture is not complete. 
I’m never sure if what I am learning is the truth or whether it will change in the next 
few years. I find that frustrating and often cannot get excited about new ideas. 
(Sally, email) 
Although she is recognised as competent and experienced, Sally compares herself 
negatively to her peers in many ways, feeling they are smarter and know more: I’ve 
always thought that other therapists seem to know heaps … so I’m constantly 
challenged that I’m not quite up to speed.… I’m challenged when other people start 
talking about something I don’t understand (112). 
Sally describes feeling inadequate as a professional in many ways. For example, she 
comments that she doesn’t get enough professional reading done, compared with her 
notion of the ideal therapist. Lack of time at work means she can only read professional 
articles at home, yet she sees this problem as personal, rather than a wider workplace 
issue. Sally’s descriptions reflect a conception of learning as a search for immutable 
truths that she can study and know in her systematic, logical way. Her feelings of 
inadequacy seem to be related to a perceived failure to live up to her perception of an 
ideal therapist who keeps up-to-date with the research and knows most things. 
Part D: Integration 
 
184
7.2.1.2 Being an authentic professional 
In contrast, Sam demonstrates being authentic as a professional, as described in her 
vignette “The theoretical framework doesn’t match reality” (section 5.3.5.4) and 
description of her way of being a professional in section 5.4. Authenticity, here, refers to 
being comfortable practising, valuing and articulating a way of learning as congruent 
with a way of being a professional. 
Sam speaks of acting in congruence with her beliefs both as a professional and as a 
learner. This is very different from Sally who expresses discomfort and inadequacy in 
the way that she learns, as well as her way of being a professional. Examples of other 
participants were given earlier, of hiding behind a professional persona or putting on a 
professional act. These examples indicate a lack of comfort with expressing a certain 
way of being a professional, or uncertainty about how to be, or who to be, as a 
professional.  
This is not to imply that there is a “correct way” of learning or of being a professional. 
Part C highlights the idiosyncrasies permeating the shared structure of CPL. It is the 
degree of comfort with expressing this unique quality that is the issue. Professionals 
such as Sally, Olivia and Gina demonstrate different ways of learning but, through the 
interviews, all express the feeling that by learning in their way they are inadequate; not 
being a real therapist. Yet all are enthusiastic and responsible about learning as 
professionals, describing a way of learning that expresses who they are as a 
professional. This sense of being different from a real therapist is mostly unspoken in 
professional practice, but internalised as an individual issue. 
Sally and Sam differ markedly with respect to conceptions of learning, comfort with 
uncertainty, openness to being challenged and questioning of workplace constraints. Yet 
they have similarities with respect to experiences of learning, as expressed in the 
structure of CPL, although these are not highlighted in the vignettes in this thesis. How 
comfortable they feel with their own way of learning and its dissonance with professional 
expectations is very different from each other. 
In exploring how CPL shapes and is shaped by professional ways of being, authenticity 
is examined. Referring to Sam, I argue that a sense of authenticity as a professional is 
necessary for questioning assumptions, dealing with uncertainty, having open 
conversations and voicing what is valued as discussed in chapter six. It is certainly 
necessary for resisting the status quo. Heidegger describes authenticity with respect to 
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his analysis of the experience of being human. Although my analysis refers to the 
experience of learning as a professional, interesting parallels are apparent, as described 
in the following section.  
7.2.2 Describing the concept of authenticity 
This section examines the social construction of the “ideal” therapist, by exploring 
authenticity in CPL. I draw on Heidegger and interpretations of his work by others 
(Ferrara, 1998; Leland, 2001; Mulhall, 1996; Taylor, 1992; Thomson, 2004), in particular 
Guignon’s (2004a, 2004b) insightful analysis of being authentic in contemporary society.  
The common notion of authenticity is based on the concept of the self acting in 
congruence with one’s own beliefs, separate from society. Recent years have seen a 
postmodern scepticism of the notion of an autonomous, cohesive self. In its place is a 
subject with “polycentric, fluid, contextual subjectivities” (Guignon, 2004b, p.109). This 
postmodern perspective radically undermines the common notion of authenticity, yet the 
sense of the self as a mere “placeholder” in a social context, without agency to act, has 
also been strongly criticised (Guignon, 2004b, p.118).  
Heidegger’s notion of authenticity offers a way of conceptualising a socially and 
dialogically constructed self, with agency to shape her own life; a person able to change 
perspectives, yet maintain a coherent sense of self. To explain, I begin with the social 
construction of self, moving through the impact of the professional world on “professional 
ways of being” (Dall'Alba, 2004) to the notion of authenticity as it relates to CPL. Such 
authenticity is not a self-absorbed search for an inner self, but a social awareness of 
being a professional in the professional world, able to question the expectations of that 
world. 
7.2.2.1 Social construction of self
Heidegger (1927/1962) acknowledges a self in his analysis of being-in-the-world, as 
something with unity and coherence over time, because of its embodied and temporal 
nature. He talks of self-awareness as “knowledge of the self” (p.186), but never self-
sufficiency; highlighting the social nature of “knowing oneself” as grounded in “being-
with” (p.161). In other words, self-awareness involves awareness of the taken-for-
granted nature of being enmeshed in the world interacting with others. 
This conception of self stresses social interaction with others as fundamental to the 
development of identity (Ferrara, 1998, p.13; Guignon, 2004b, p.121). This also applies 
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to the development of professional identity. For example, professionals form opinions 
through trying them out in the public arena. They stabilise their views over time about 
what is important to do or know in professional contexts through dialogue with others. 
Conversation is not only external, but includes self-talk as inner dialogue with real or 
imagined others, or interaction with texts, as described in this study.  
A sense of self as a social and temporal unfolding explains the fluidity and capacity for 
change within one’s self, but allows for coherence and selfsameness over time as the 
one story is shaped within the horizons of a socio-cultural context (Guignon, 2004b, 
p.126; Mattingly, 1998, p.154). Participants in this study speak of this experience of a 
professional self as having continuity, yet ability to change over time. Mary describes 
herself as becoming more holistic professionally, yet it is always the same self she refers 
to. In discussing the social construction of professional identity in the workplace, 
Alvesson (2004) proposes that stable self-identity, or “ontological security” is necessary 
for wellbeing in an uncertain working world (p.194). Yet being fluid and able to change is 
also important, and is the basis of learning. 
Thus the professional self has coherence and continuity, yet is fluid and able to change. 
It is socially constructed through dialogue with others. Agency, or the ability to make 
choices within this social construction, has not yet been described in this section. Before 
doing so, the impact of the public professional world on the professional self is examined 
in more detail. 
7.2.2.2 Public professional world 
As stated, possibilities for being are drawn from a shared world, with its tradition, 
customs and values. Possibilities for being a professional are drawn from a specific 
professional world (e.g. a speech pathologist working in Queensland in 2005). Such 
shared domains are a “constellation of equipment, practices and concerns” (Dreyfus, 
1991, p.90). Once socialised or educated into a role, everyday practices are accepted as 
the norm and generally not questioned. These shared domains of practices are similar to 
those described by Thomas Kuhn (1962/1996) in his description of a “disciplinary matrix” 
(p.182) of beliefs and practices shared by members of a professional community 
(p.175).  
It is through experiencing differences “in appearance, behaviour, lifestyle and opinion” 
from others in a particular shared world that a sense of self in relation to the shared 
world develops (Mulhall, 1996, p.67). The participants of this study describe such 
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dialogic experiences through learning with others in the professional world, as they 
watch, talk with and imagine what others would say: I learn by watching [and] talking 
with them, watching their responses to what I did (Nola, 105). 
Heidegger (1927/1962) talks about the public world in terms of the “they”, referring to an 
amorphous entity rather than a specific group of people. As he describes, absorption in 
the world of everyday activities usually involves “Being-lost in the publicness of the 
‘they’” (p.220). Being part of the public world allows the development of shared norms of 
behaviour. The positive aspect of publicness allows the world to be intelligible, with 
shared meanings (Dreyfus, 1991, p.155). Belonging to a professional community, for 
example, is important for the participants’ sense of identity. New graduates especially 
speak of keeping up with what is new so they can join in professional conversations and 
generally fit in.
The negative aspect of publicness is the “levelling” of conformity, leading to 
“suppression of all meaningful differences” especially in important matters (Dreyfus, 
1991, p157). The basis of this conformity “gets obscured” so that certain ways of being 
are assumed as “familiar” and hence always the “right way” to act (Heidegger, 
1927/1962, p.165). Thus Heidegger refers to the “dictatorship of the ‘they’” (p.164). 
Gerri’s description in this study illustrates this point. She talks about what other 
professionals, especially those in superior positions, would say about her intuitive 
knowing what to do, noting they’d gnash their teeth if they knew. Thus Gerri feels 
discomfort in expressing the realities of her experience of learning in public forums. 
Heidegger (1927/1962) describes falling under the thrall of “tradition,” where “tradition 
keeps [Dasein] from providing its own guidance, whether in inquiring or in choosing.… 
When tradition thus becomes master, it does so in such a way that what it ‘transmits’ … 
becomes concealed” (p.42). This concealing, described by Heidegger as “unobtrusive 
governance,” usually goes unnoticed (Dreyfus, 2004, p.2). Consequently a real problem 
with professional socialisation is the way it limits possibilities for acting, knowing, 
learning or even questioning. However, although it is usually taken-for-granted, it is 
possible to illuminate and critique such governance. 
There are two problems with professional socialisation with respect to CPL. One is the 
negative self-concepts that many of the participants form in comparing themselves to the 
amorphous professional “they”. The other problem is that because professional 
socialisation is invisible it is barely discussed let alone questioned in professional 
forums. Yet without questioning or challenging there is no open debate and little change. 
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As Gadamer (1965/1979) reminds us: “To ask a question means to bring into the open” 
(p.326). 
In other words, people often don’t take action to change situations, even if they become 
difficult, but because of “blinding” to possibilities resort to “mere wishing” and bury 
themselves in activities of the world (Heidegger 1927/1962, p.239). How does a 
professional break out of such conformity if merging with the normal way of doing things 
in particular roles in life is part of being human? It may appear to be contradictory to 
argue that the public social world inhibits authentically being oneself, but also shapes 
self-identity. To explain, I describe being authentic as a professional, drawing on 
Heidegger and Guignon. 
7.2.2.3 Being authentic 
For Heidegger, being human can be authentic arising out of “one’s own self” or 
inauthentic as belonging to the “they”. Although he maintains that Dasein’s everyday 
way of being (as absorbed in the world) is inauthentic, Heidegger does not denigrate it, 
but points to the possibility of an authentic existence as “a deepening of the self-
understanding expressed in everydayness” (MacAvoy, 2001, p.455).  
Heidegger describes being lost in the public everyday world, keeping busy with constant 
activity, until an awareness or moment of insight about another way of being occurs. 
Although Heidegger gives an example of this insight relating to anxiety, there are other 
possible triggers to cause reflection on one’s place in the world. A feeling of discomfort, 
“uncanniness” or “not-being-at-home” is one trigger (Heidegger (1927/1962, p.233). It 
was the relationship between Heidegger’s “unsettling” way of being and the dissonance 
and discomfort participants express when comparing themselves to other “real” 
therapists that led me to explore authenticity. Taking up certain ways of behaving as a 
professional is often unconscious, but a level of discomfort may be a clue that one is 
acting in a way that feels inauthentic. Mattingly (1998) refers to such discomfort in her 
analysis of occupational therapy practice:  
[There is a] deeply disturbing relationship between trying to live lives which 
makes sense to us … and finding our attempts interrupted by the world 
around us or, equally disconcerting, finding we need to revise our 
conceptions of what a good life should or could, realistically, be. (p.154) 
As Heidegger (1927/1962) says, being absorbed with the “they” is akin to being 
“tranquilised” (p.233). When a professional turns away from disquiet into busyness, “the 
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‘not-at-home’ gets ‘dimmed down’” (p. 234). The following quote resonates with Sally’s 
feelings about her busyness and lack of time at work (see transcript in Appendix D). 
Busily losing himself in the object of his concern, he loses his time in it too…. 
But just as he who exists inauthentically is constantly losing time and never 
‘has’ any, the temporality of authentic existence remains distinctive in that 
such existence, in its resoluteness, never loses time and ‘always has time’. 
(Heidegger, 1927/1962, p.463) 
Being authentic involves facing up to situations, through weighing up possibilities within 
an understanding of social responsibilities. Heidegger refers to such “resolute” 
authenticity as “tak(ing) a stand” with awareness of a situation and what is possible 
(Guignon, 2004a, p.128). Weighing up a situation within the bigger picture allows people 
to determine ways of reacting to situations that are aligned with an understanding of 
what the person and their culture consider to be of value. Taking a stand involves 
following through insight about possibilities with concrete action, focusing on what is 
“truly worth pursuing” (Guignon, 2004a, p.130).   
The examples of Sam through this thesis (e.g. section 5.3.5.4) illustrate taking a stand 
as a professional. Through a reflexive awareness of what she, her clients and her 
profession value, she has made choices to act and speak out on behalf of her clients. 
She also takes a stand against the conforming pressure of the professional “they” with 
respect to unrealistic expectations of CPL as well as other features of professional life. I 
describe the authenticity she demonstrates as “reflexive authenticity”, drawing from 
Alessandro Ferrara (1998), as a social and personal construct with a reflective and 
moral component. As explained in chapter eight, reflexive authenticity is not a self-
indulgent reflection, but awareness of the fundamentally social nature of being a 
professional with social responsibilities.  
There are references to being an authentic professional or authentic professional 
learning in the literature (e.g. Barnett, 2004; Cranton, 2001; Higgs & Titchen, 2001b; 
Laursen, 2005; Manathunga, Smith, & Bath, 2004; Rodrigues, 2005; Walker, 2001; 
Webster, 2002). These authors refer to authentic tasks in learning (as genuine and 
embedded in real life) or authenticity as a professional (through a congruence of beliefs 
and actions), or both. Whilst the concept of authenticity described in this section has 
similarities to aspects described in references above, the authors do not refer to the 
same context or theoretical framing as this study.  
How does a professional in the constant everyday busyness of professional life express 
authenticity? Despite the conformity of everyday being to the sameness of the “they”, 
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Heidegger (1927/1962) maintains there is always a choice to grasp one’s own being by 
responding to situations differently, noting that potentiality for authentic being is never 
“extinguished” but merely concealed (p.239). He talks of a moment of vision that 
illuminates the world as the “clearing” of understanding. Such moments of insight involve 
“a breaking up of the disguises with which Dasein bars its own way” (p.167). This 
statement is prescient of the participants’ talk of hiding the self behind professional 
masks or cloaks. Such transformative moments in learning are discussed in the next 
section.  
7.3 Transformation Through CPL 
In this study, different ways of being a professional are evident. Like ways of learning, 
ways of being a professional are both unique and shared. That is, participants share 
certain notions of what it means to be a therapist, acquired through socialisation in the 
shared professional life-world. Yet, as the examples demonstrate, their professional ways 
of being have a unique quality. The idiosyncratic quality in CPL, related to different ways of 
professional being, is explored in this section through examination of change in CPL. 
7.3.1 Change through CPL experiences 
The changes that occur in CPL in this study ranged from small shifts in understanding to 
profound transformations in ways of considering the world. Thus, after a particular 
experience, Nola understood herself as a therapist who was better at making splints, 
whereas Olivia’s altered understanding of communication affected all areas of her life. In 
demonstrating different changes in understanding through learning, the experiences of 
Nerida and Gina are compared below.  
The following vignette about Nerida has two purposes. The first is to illustrate how less 
experienced professionals in this study learn to be professionals through learning to do 
what professionals do at work. The second purpose is to describe different types of 
change through CPL, postulating reasons for such differences. In the vignette, Nerida 
describes learning as a relatively new graduate, and how cumulative changes in 
understanding shape her way of being a professional over time. A dialectic between 
learning and being, as expressed in Heidegger’s work, is illustrated by this and other 
examples in this study.  
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7.3.1.1 Vignette: Learning to do what a professional does 
Nerida graduated eighteen months ago, and since then has worked with a cohort of 
adult clients with disabilities. All the clients are residential in small group homes with 
their day to day care undertaken by support staff. For Nerida, the experience of learning 
as a professional is permeated currently with the feeling of being relatively 
inexperienced in a fairly isolated and challenging situation. She describes having so little 
knowledge of this area when she began that she really didn’t know where to start with a 
client when she got a referral.  
Nerida initially tried to learn through intensive reading, but even after a year of working 
she still felt like she wanted to bury [her] self in a mountain of books and just keep trying 
to learn (114). Over time, Nerida feels she has gained more theoretical knowledge as 
well as practical experience, but is still learning how to put that knowledge into practice 
(200). She would like to put more ideas into action instead of just thinking about them: 
You can theorize about whether or not something’s going to work but you can’t actually 
know … until you try it (592). When you do try something, she continues, you can learn 
a lot from what goes wrong (596).
Describing herself as an idealist, Nerida became a therapist because she wanted to 
contribute positively to people’s lives. Currently, however, she finds her work really 
challenging and a bit demoralizing due to staffing problems and misunderstandings with 
support staff that result in her achieving less change for clients than she would like (44). 
She feels she was not completely prepared for working in this environment, but has 
learnt to cope to some extent by being more realistic about where she can and can’t 
make a  difference … trying not to get so bogged down worrying about the stuff that I 
really can’t do all that much about (648). 
Nerida describes her experience of learning as cumulative, occurring over time, from lots 
of small situations, such as the incident in the Prologue of this thesis. Many aspects of 
learning at work, that Nerida describes as crucial to learning what to do as a 
professional, don’t fall within the usual expectations of CPD, such as learning about 
working with others with different perspectives, as well as learning to cope with 
challenging and uncertain situations.  
For example, Nerida feels her communication skills have improved since she has been 
working. She feels she is more assertive as well as being a better listener. Through 
talking with others at work, she has learnt more about hidden agendas underlying some 
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practices at work and has been able to find the real meaning behind things, instead of 
just taking things at face value (423). This has helped her develop strategies to cope 
with some of the misunderstandings between herself and other staff that affect her 
practice. She summarises what she has learnt over her time at work as learning to be 
more resilient, as well as learning about herself. It could be said that, through learning at 
work, her way of being a professional is being constructed. 
7.3.1.2 Way of being a professional 
As described earlier, professional understanding changes through an on-going dialectic 
as professionals continually re-orientate to changing circumstances. Professionals affect 
the life-world through activities and are affected by this shared world. Thus this notion of 
understanding of being a professional is fluid and malleable. Yet, as described in relation 
to authenticity, there is some sense of understanding of being one’s self that remains 
constant. Understanding of being a professional, therefore, is malleable to change, 
whilst retaining a core continuity.  
Understanding of being a professional is enacted and expressed through different ways 
of practising as a professional. Through ongoing professional socialisation and everyday 
practice, as Nerida describes, certain ways of understanding and acting as a 
professional become her way of being a professional. Drawing on Heidegger, Dall’Alba 
(2004) describes how understanding constitutes a “professional way of being”: 
Understanding is embedded within the dynamic, intersubjective flow that is 
practice. Accordingly, understanding of professional practice is enacted in 
and through practice. It constitutes, then, a professional way-of-being that is 
afforded meaning within the particular traditions of practice of which it forms 
a part. (p.680) 
In drawing from the findings of this study, my interpretation of Dall’Alba’s professional 
way of being refers to a notion that is neither as transitory as just being able to respond 
to a specific context, nor as fixed as an entrenched belief system. Rather, it is a way of 
relating to the world which becomes part of the context of that world in an on-going 
dialectic of change, that has at its core a continuous sense of professional self. Thus, 
whilst having a core sense of being a certain type of professional, a professional way of 
being is malleable to changing circumstances, such as through learning.  
Both Nerida’s and Gina’s professional way of being changed. In the vignette about Gina 
(“A whole new way of looking at everything” in section 5.3.2.4), she describes a 
profound transformation in her way of being a professional through particular CPL 
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experiences. As with Nerida, Gina’s professional understanding had changed in many 
ways over her professional life as she learnt, both constructing and shaping her way of 
being a therapist. However, in contrast to Nerida, the transitional situations Gina 
describes in the vignette involved a significant transformation in her entire way of being 
a therapist, so that she saw “everything” differently; her understanding of herself as a 
professional and her way of practising were all profoundly transformed.  
Some of the participants describe similar transformative change. Two aspects are 
common to these descriptions of transformation. Firstly, the professional actively 
questions assumptions about being a therapist in a particular context. Secondly, the 
professional is involved with a professional group that supports open inquiry and 
reflexive thinking. Gina describes how questions, raised from her practice and a course 
she attended, challenged core notions of what she did and who she was as a therapist. 
She shared her doubts and questions with colleagues in an open and supportive 
environment. Nerida’s workplace provided little collegial support and few opportunities to 
question her practice. Although both therapists described changes in professional 
understanding, Gina’s changes were described by her as transformative.  
There are other differences between these two vignettes related to level of experience. 
Because of the small number of participants in this study, only tentative suggestions are 
made about such transformative situations, but findings from other research presented 
throughout Part D allow firmer claims about the value of support and challenge in 
facilitating transformative learning.   
7.3.2 Transformative learning 
Learning can transform being. This notion has been given consideration in the adult 
education literature, since a United Nations report into the future of education (Faure et 
al., 1972). Entitled “Learning to be”, it proposed that education over a person’s life 
should address the whole person, not just their mind, attending to the notion of what it 
means to be human (see also Dawson, 2003). More recent examples of how adult 
learning can transform being are found in Willis’s phenomenological research (e.g. Willis 
et al., 2000). 
Mezirow’s (2000) notion of transformative learning (see section 2.3.2.2) describes 
various phases, beginning with “a disorientating dilemma” and ending with 
“reintegration” of a different perspective into a person’s life (p.22). These stages involve 
self examination, questioning assumptions, recognition of feelings, looking at options 
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and experimenting with them in particular situations. He describes different forms of 
transformative learning, ranging from those involving overt and recognisable processes 
of action learning to others more akin to a philosophical or psychoanalytical process 
(p.23). Such learning can be facilitated, as he describes and I discuss in chapter eight, in 
situations with a balance between support and trust in learning relationships, and 
questioning and challenging of assumptions underlying learning.  
Change through CPL in this study can be conceptualised in two ways, as change in 
understanding within a particular professional way of being (e.g. Nerida) and as 
transformation to a substantially different professional way of being (e.g. Gina). Dall’Alba 
and Sandberg (Dall'Alba & Sandberg, in press; Sandberg & Dall'Alba, 2006) refer to 
similar concepts of change. They comment that change in professional practice usually 
occurs within a particular way of understanding professional practice (reinforcement of 
practice) rather than involving a shift to a different way of understanding (renewal of 
practice). 
Researchers have noted the difficulties of facilitating transformation of professional 
practice, often referred to as a paradigm shift. As mentioned in section 2.2.2, there has 
been a change in focus in therapy over the past decade, moving from “helping” patients 
to improve, to “supporting” clients towards self-determination. Researchers have 
reflected on the difficulty of supporting therapists to make such transformations (e.g. 
Trede & Higgs, 2003). Transformation to a different way of being a professional requires 
significant change in professional understanding. Sandberg (2001b) notes that shifting to 
a different professional understanding requires interruption and challenge to the circular 
and reinforcing nature of previous understanding (p.22).  
The need to move beyond constraints of habitual patterns of thought, through reflective 
practices that challenge assumptions, is raised in section 2.3.2.2, as necessary for 
transformative learning (Boud & Walker, 1998; Brookfield, 1995; Mezirow, 2000; Moon, 
1999b). Of course, as Day (1993b) points out, reflection is a ”necessary but not sufficient 
condition” for such changes, continuing that ”confrontation either by self or others must 
occur” (p.88). Here confrontation could be construed as challenge. Ways in which a 
combination of challenge and support could facilitate transformative change in 
professional being, including the possibility of being authentic, are discussed in chapter 
eight.  
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7.4 Implications of Ontological Claims 
In summary, CPL is an ontological matter beyond its epistemological concerns. The 
argument in this chapter is that CPL is integral to being a professional, constructing and 
shaping a professional way of being, and vice versa. Whilst drawing attention to 
ontological dimensions of CPL, I am cognisant of its epistemological dimensions. Purely 
focusing on epistemology to gain insight into learning conceals the ontological 
foundations of learning found in differing professional ways of being. By considering 
what it means to be a professional, and the dialectic between learning and being 
described in the idiosyncratic examples of learning in sections 7.2 and 7.3, I am not 
ignoring knowledge in professional learning. Instead, these examples draw attention to 
the way in which “who the professional is” shapes her learning and knowing; a matter 
which has received little attention to date.  
Higgs, Richardson and Abrandt Dahlgren (2004) have recently called for “a clear 
understanding of epistemological beliefs” that underpin professional practice “in the face 
of the uncertainties inherent in the information revolution and the postmodern world” 
(p.ix). They also mention the value of discussing ontological perspectives of practice as 
a future challenge (p.202), but do not elaborate on what this might mean. An ontological 
understanding of being a professional can inform epistemological understandings about 
professional knowledge in CPL. Further, awareness of the ontological dimensions of 
CPL can lead to practical implications for supporting professionals as they learn. 
There is a need for more public discourse about being a professional in the current 
context. Through such discussion, problematic issues within CPL, as well as those wider 
than CPL such as the impact of competing life-world discourses, could be revealed as a 
shared rather than private concern. There is also a need for better support for a reflexive 
way of being a professional in the world with others, able to consider possibilities and 
take a stand about what matters. That is, there is a need for support for authenticity in 
professional learning. The concept of authentic professional learning, involving reflexive 
authenticity in a culture of inquiry is discussed in chapter eight. 
Chapter Eight  
Authentic Professional Learning 
“Authentic Professional Learning” is the term I use to represent the lived experience of 
continuing to learn as a professional. This term distinguishes the reality of the 
experience of CPL from the rhetoric about CPD expectations, whilst raising the notion of 
authenticity with respect to dealing with dissonance between the two. In this chapter, I 
outline a framework based on this notion of authentic professional learning (APL), 
proposing constructive possibilities for realistically supporting professionals in their 
learning. This APL framework is symbolised by the graphic on the frontplate of this 
thesis, which is based on photographic images representing the constituents of CPL, as 
described at the end of chapter five. 
The findings demonstrate that professionals value learning as a complex mix of diverse 
intersubjective experiences within a climate of trust and support. The openness and 
apparent synchronicity of these experiences make it appear that APL is an amorphous 
part of professional life that cannot be planned. Although APL cannot be regulated, in 
that you cannot make another person learn, APL can be supported, once there is wider 
recognition of its essential nature and idiosyncratic qualities. Possibilities for support are 
discussed in this chapter. 
Chapter eight integrates findings from chapter five with arguments from chapters six and 
seven about contextual and ontological implications of this study. This chapter 
demonstrates how recognition of the ontological dimension of APL, in concert with 
awareness of taken-for-granted features of contemporary professional culture, suggests 
ways to support learning as experienced. A framework is sketched suggesting principles 
of support for APL (section 8.1). Changing support for learning from CPD to APL 
involves both a culture of inquiry and support for reflexive authenticity among 
professionals (section 8.2). Models of APL are presented illustrating support for learning 
in the current life-world of competing discourses (section 8.3). The chapter concludes 
with implications for professional education (section 8.4) and discussion of the potential 
of the APL framework (section 8.5). 
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8.1 Principles of Authentic Professional Learning 
Two key issues have been discussed with respect to the findings of this study. The first 
is the problematic nature of current workplace and professional culture, with a focus on 
supervision of standards rather than support for CPL as experienced. The second 
concerns the importance of supporting professionals to feel comfortable learning in their 
own authentic way, yet challenging them to reflect on and question their practice. These 
two issues are opposite poles of the same dilemma, that is, how to implement 
implications of this study whilst remaining cognisant of the realities of the current 
professional context. Issues raised here are recognised as broader than CPL, being 
symptomatic of dilemmas involved in being a professional within the current working 
context.  
A balance is not only possible, but also desirable. In critiquing teacher CPD, Susan 
Rodriques (2005) suggests the need to “walk a fine line between trying to demonstrate 
accountability and impact, without loss of agency and inquiry” (p.8). A way of supporting 
professional learning needs to be found that is cognisant of the requirements of the 
contemporary context for evidence and outcomes, while sensitive to the need for 
proposals to be cost and time neutral in an economic rationalist environment. 
Constructive approaches are suggested in this chapter, to move from the current 
discourse and practice of CPD to support continuing learning in an authentic manner. In 
making realistic proposals, I draw on examples given by participants in the study, 
especially those who question themselves and their practice.  
Within a framework of APL, there are several possible ways in which professionals can 
be supported to continue learning in an authentic manner. It would be a mistake to 
recommend only one form of support as learning will continue to be diverse, 
experienced as a chiasmic relationship between the professionals and their social, 
temporal and physical context. Nevertheless, I suggest guiding principles for change 
described below under the headings of: awareness as a resource, learning relationships, 
challenging support and learning culture. 
8.1.1 Awareness as a resource 
Although sociocultural transformation is complex, positive change does occur. All 
change begins with awareness of situations and imaginative ideas about future 
possibilities (Spender & Adams, 2005). In discussing educational change, Apple (2001) 
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describes hope as a resource for supporting the possibility of transformation towards a 
better society (p.229). I think of awareness as the antecedent of hope. 
The first step in supporting professional learning is to highlight the shared nature of APL. 
It is important to publicly recognise the experience of continuing to learn as complex and 
multifaceted; involving change in professional understanding through actively engaging 
in professional practice with others, building an open web of interconnected 
experiences. There needs to be shared awareness of the diverse ways in which learning 
is experienced; that learning is not just about attending CPD courses and keeping up-to-
date with journals. Recognition of the idiosyncratic quality of professional learning is 
vital, with acknowledgment that a professional’s way of learning is an expression of her 
professional way of being. Recognition of the shared reality of APL is based on 
awareness of professional experience as holistic; with learning involving the whole 
person. Being a professional would be recognised as ambiguous, knowledge as 
uncertain, and knowing as an open, ongoing inquiry.  
I have mentioned Brookfield’s (1995) notion of the “impostor” syndrome; that 
professionals feel they don’t know everything and fear being “found out” (p.229). 
Brookfield describes a tendency in this situation for professionals to blame themselves 
when they don’t know what to do, so they are less willing to ask for help. Evidence of 
impostorship is certainly found in many of the participants’ descriptions of learning in my 
study. Brookfield (2000) stresses the vital importance of making this phenomenon public 
knowledge rather than hidden doubt, arguing: “Once impostorship is named as an 
everyday experience it loses much of its power” (p.66). Brookfield (1995) critiques the 
culture of silence, secrecy and individualism within the teaching profession (p.247). This 
critique can be considered a valid criticism of the professional culture for therapy and 
many other professions. More open dialogue about issues such as impostorship in 
professional learning requires an awareness of its shared nature, aired within a climate 
of trust and support. 
In a climate of trust and support, open dialogue that questions and challenges 
assumptions and ways of acting and knowing can also be shared. Within this climate, 
support for APL would involve acceptance of the uncertainty of not knowing as crucial to 
being open to learn. There would be an awareness of the shared dissonance that 
currently exists between the experiences of learning and professional expectations. In 
such a climate dissonance could be voiced, questioned and resisted. It is important that 
there is not only awareness of current experiences of learning but conversations about 
possibilities for change, to a culture where professionals are valued and inquiry 
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supported. That is, it is important when highlighting “what is” not to neglect “what might 
be” (Apple, 2000a, p.250).  
Sharing awareness involves public dissemination of experiences of learning. In addition 
to publication of academic research, such as this study and others mentioned, there is a 
need for stories of experiences to be shared between practitioners. Whilst academic 
discourse has its place, shared awareness of APL involves recognition of everyday 
realities using everyday voices, as described in Part C. For change to be enacted, 
professionals need to be able to imagine that change in a professional culture is 
possible. Professionals need to be able to “picture them[selves] in action in daily 
situations,” in different ways (Apple, 2000a, p.252).  
A climate of trust and support within which to share experiences highlights the central 
importance of relationships to APL. If shared awareness is the start of change, 
relationships are the means of sustaining change in supporting learning.  
8.1.2 Learning relationships 
The theme of learning relationships is central to a framework of APL. As discussed, 
professional learning is a social phenomenon. Relationships that support learning in this 
study involve a fluid mix of interactions. I use the word relationships rather than 
communities, groups, networks or mentors, as interactions that support learning take 
many forms. Relationships could involve, for example, one person reading texts, a group 
of friends, the staff at an entire work site, or a virtual online network.  
The key feature of such relationships is their mutual trust, where professionals can 
express doubt or uncertainty, excitement or passion about their learning or practice, 
without fear of being devalued or belittled. They can be “who they are” as professionals 
without needing to hide that reality. Successful learning relationships also enable 
responsibilities to be shared. In arguing for support for APL, I am not overlooking the 
crucial responsibilities that are part of being a professional. Participants in this study are 
aware of their responsibilities to clients, peers and the general community. When 
professionals are supported and valued, the importance of, and difficulties in fulfilling, 
responsibilities can also be discussed. When experiences are shared in supportive 
relationships, open dialogue and questioning of even basic assumptions can be 
entertained. Through authentic learning relationships, dissonance can be made public, 
idiosyncrasies accepted, and possibilities explored. Such relationships allow a “place of 
possibility” (Gillespie, 2005).  
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Such relationships need to be supported rather than imposed on professionals. That is, 
it is important that professionals have a sense of ownership and choice about 
developing learning relationships. As formation of these relationships is voluntary, they 
can be fluid, varying to suit professional needs. Numerous articles have been written 
about the value of different forms of relationships, involving peers, networks, mentors 
and communities, for professional learning (e.g. Boud & Lee, 2005; Brockbank & McGill, 
2006; Devos, 2004; Gibson & Heartfield, 2005; Gold, 2002). As evidenced in my study 
and others, it is the quality of the relationship rather than the form of such collaborations 
that is important. For example, Ioanna Tsivacou (2005) describes relationships within a 
professional learning community that allow mutual encouragement and discovery of 
shared meanings. Such a community “create[s] in the heart of instrumentality and 
technical rationality an area devoted to human understanding” (p.65).  
Peer relationships form the heart of learning communities. As discussed in section 
2.3.2.3, the notion of learning communities is contestable (e.g. Fox, 2000; Gherardi & 
Nicolini, 2002; Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 2004). Boud and colleagues (Boud, Cohen, & 
Sampson, 2001) describe peer learning relationships as networks; a concept more akin 
to the fluid learning relationships described in my study than that of communities. Peer 
learning relationships are reciprocal, being “symbiotic and co-productive,” yet such 
reciprocity does not “flatten out differences” between peers in that learning for each 
person may be very different (Boud & Lee, 2005, p.511). Gerri’s learning from the 
members of her multi-disciplinary team offers a good example (section 5.3.4.3). 
Valuing learning relationships may appear to be a “motherhood” statement, as no 
stakeholder in professional learning would argue against the value of relationships in 
learning.  Yet the current working context does not nurture such relationships. As 
participants demonstrate in this study, important aspects of developing relationships 
seem not to be encouraged or valued at work. These aspects include: time taken 
working and sharing thoughts together, humour shared over lunch, ability to see 
another’s perspective, and flexibility in professional boundaries. In the name of 
efficiency, lunch breaks are often staggered or staff with similar interests work on 
different days to prevent unproductive overlap of services. Yet relationships form the 
crux of APL. 
8.1.3 Challenging support 
Learning relationships in this framework of APL are not only about support but also 
involve challenge and questioning of assumptions. In an empirical study, Titchen (2000) 
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uses the term “critical companionship” as a metaphor for the facilitation of experiential 
learning of nurses at work (p.111).  Her concept involves a nurse facilitator using a 
combination of “high challenge” with “high support” enabling a “critical dialogue” to be 
shared (p.123). The learning relationship involves the use of open, challenging 
questions to support the nurse’s reflection, allowing her to critically examine 
assumptions and explore other perspectives and possibilities. The relationship is highly 
supportive involving ‘being with” the other, empathetic listening and humour. This 
description is similar to Sam’s discussion of her support of other professionals’ learning 
in her role as an experienced therapist. Like Titchen, Sam does not support from the 
position of expert, but asks questions, probes and critically evaluates situations in a 
productive way that does not belittle others’ perspectives.  
I tell them “I value what you’re saying. I’m not the expert” and I talk the issues 
through, and also say “I‘m learning from you as well”…. I hate the specialist expert 
mode. I can’t function like that…. Also underlying that I basically respect other 
team members … my knowledge basis is only as valid as the last client I saw, and 
I guess I find humour [helps]. If it doesn’t go well, humour can defuse the situation. 
(Sam, 324) 
In the formative period of professional work, a formal facilitator, such as a mentor, 
provides valuable support that may challenge assumptions. This role is often undertaken 
by a supervisor. As mentioned, despite a need for supervision of standards, facilitation 
of learning and supervision are potentially conflicting purposes (Hughes, 2002, 2004). 
Once power or lack of trust enters a learning relationship, the openness required for 
questioning may dissipate (Brockbank et al., 2002, p.16). Titchen’s (2000) facilitation 
through critical companionship is described as constructive and empowering for the 
professional concerned. In a similarly constructive manner, Yolanda Wadsworth (2001), 
as leader of an action research community, describes different ways of providing 
guidance to suit different participants and stages of the process. All of these ways are 
based not on supervision but on “stewardship without control” (p.420). 
In his description of learning from critical incidents in everyday practice, as a way of 
reflecting on teaching, David Tripp (1993) refers to the concept of a “critical friend” 
(p.105). This concept of a critical friend is implied by other researchers with reference to 
support for transformative learning through critical reflection (e.g. Biggs, 2003; 
Brookfield, 1987; Day, 1999; Mezirow, 1990). In many of these situations, the critical 
friend is a formal facilitator, yet supportive challenge is also possible between peers. As 
described in my study and supported by other research, a professional learns not only 
from those with more experience, but also from those with different experiences, even 
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from new graduates (Fuller & Unwin, 2004). In any peer learning relationship that 
challenges as well as supports, it is the reciprocity that is important, such as is achieved 
in action learning sets where peers are critical friends for each other (e.g. McGill & 
Beaty, 2001; Walker, 2001).  
The value of challenging support is the possibilities it opens for transformation through 
learning. In relation to CPL, it is apparent that some change in understanding involves 
profound transformations in a professional’s way of being. In this study, these changes 
involved situations where professionals questioned or challenged their practice as part 
of learning. Learning facilitators may be charged with challenging professionals to 
transform their way of practising in response to societal expectations or the results of 
research. For example, a shift has occurred in teaching from teacher as instructor to 
teacher as facilitator; in therapy a shift is underway from therapist as expert to therapist 
as guide.  
From the findings of this study, transformative learning requires support as well as 
challenge. All challenge needs to start with support for the professional’s current way of 
being. Yet this is not a frequent occurrence, according to the participants’ descriptions 
and my observations of their work environments. In addition, to move to a different way 
of being, the professional has to care about the change and see it as relevant to what 
matters; which in this study is making a difference to the lives of clients. In other words, 
learning that involves a challenge to change requires a sense of agency and ownership 
of that change (Rodrigues, 2005, p.125). As Sam says, referring to challenges to change 
through learning: You only invest your personal commitment if you’re part of that 
decision making process (328). Fullan (2001) similarly argues the importance of 
participants finding meaning for change to succeed (p.268). 
8.1.4 Learning culture 
In the discussion of the findings through Part D, problematic issues have been raised 
about the current culture for professional learning. The framework for APL I envisage 
here requires not only awareness of the realities of learning, and the challenging support 
of learning relationships, but a culture that enables APL; a learning culture.  
The term, learning culture, is used widely but is very context specific (e.g. Brockbank et 
al., 2002; Brown, 1989; Titchen, 2000; Ward & McCormack, 2000). Within the context of 
APL, a learning culture is one that values learning as experienced, supports practice 
inquiry through open dialogue, and welcomes possibilities for positive change. It is a 
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culture where learning is not provided but enabled; where the focus is not on building 
professionals’ capacities but supporting their professional growth. Such a culture can 
build on positive features of the current context, such as existing relationships as 
opportunities to learn. It could challenge negative features by making common 
professional experiences public, such as doubt or impostorship. 
A learning culture that supports APL would mean a move from a focus on supervision to 
stewardship, through publicly shared awareness of the complexity and uncertainty of 
learning. There would be acceptance, valuing and celebration of diversity in professional 
ways of learning and of being, and of the energy and commitment of professionals to 
their clients and their practice. Collaboration rather than competition would feature in 
such a culture. Brockbank and colleagues (2002) highlight the crucial role of a 
collaborative culture in learning, and the way that an individualistic competitive culture 
hampers learning at work (p.16). Such a learning culture enables authentic professional 
growth and practice inquiry, in what Higgs and Titchen (2001c) describe as a continuing 
professional journey of becoming.  
To enable APL, a learning culture would support professionals to learn in areas they 
care about, are relevant to their current engagement in practice, interconnect with their 
past experience and those of others, and allow them to use their imagination in a 
creative way. This is not to deny that professionals may need to find out about areas 
they do not currently care about, or that they may need to respond to the imposition of 
systemic imperatives. My point is that the reality of professional learning described in 
Part C means that professionals do not learn unless their professional understanding 
changes. When enabling learning in areas that professionals are not currently interested 
or involved in, the starting point needs to be a connection with their current experiences 
and what matters to them as professionals.  
Any culture is shaped through the actions and interactions of the participants of that 
culture (e.g. Billett & Somerville, 2004). A learning culture can be shaped by a top down 
approach whereby systemic changes occur through leadership from above that 
encourage open inquiry. To some extent the small agency in which Gina works can be 
considered to have features of a “culture of inquiry” (section 7.3.1.2). A learning culture 
could be created through the efforts of individuals or groups in a bottom up approach. 
Through her “reflexive authenticity,” for example, Sam manages to create a learning 
culture in her immediate environment (section 7.2.1.2). Ideally both would reinforce each 
other, but either could help support the APL of those involved. 
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8.2 Changing Support for Professional learning 
The possibilities of creating and supporting an APL culture are considered below 
through two possible levers for change: creating a “culture of inquiry” and support for 
“reflexive authenticity” as a professional. Both possible changes stem from awareness 
and valuing of the experience of APL and involve learning relationships that not only 
support but also question assumptions about practice. 
8.2.1 Culture of inquiry 
The basis of a culture of inquiry is the valuing of questioning through open discussions 
and debate; with systematic support for questioning embedded in the processes and 
structures of the organisation (Smith-Maddox, 1999). A culture of inquiry should not be 
confused with the specious claims of many organisations to be a ubiquitous “learning 
organisation”. Such claims, made in mission statements using organisational jargon, 
describe aligning employees’ learning with strategic goals. A culture of inquiry is quite 
different, but is not a theoretical flight of the imagination. Current working examples exist 
(e.g. Reid, 2004). Significant change may be required, however, before inquiry is widely 
accepted within a professional culture. 
Alan Reid (2004) defines a culture of inquiry as “a process of systematic, rigorous and 
critical reflection about professional practice, and the contexts in which it occurs, in ways 
that question taken-for-granted assumptions” (p.4). Referring to the practice of teachers 
in Australia, he argues that most educational systems do not operate to support inquiry 
in practice. Instead, he claims that the structures, systems and processes of public 
sector education departments actually militate against a culture of inquiry (Reid & 
O'Donoghue, 2004). My study reinforces his claims for the health sector.  
Reid (2004) describes a public sector initiative aiming to institutionalise a system-wide 
culture that builds policy around the work-based inquiries of its practitioners. Although 
the outcomes of this initiative are not known at this stage, other system-wide initiatives 
are proceeding under the auspices of the “Australian Government Quality Teaching 
Program” (2006). Reid (2004) stresses, as my study has, the importance of nurturing 
trust at all levels of the system if inquiry is to be genuine (p.7). Before questioning 
practice, an appreciation of what works well in practice is required. In a culture of inquiry, 
there is a need to celebrate positive aspects of practice.  
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8.2.1.1 Celebration of practice 
The valuing of professionals and their practice, whilst challenging and questioning 
elements of that practice, can be discussed within an appreciative inquiry paradigm 
(Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005; Fish, 1998; Hammond, 1996). As a philosophical basis 
for supporting change, the focus of appreciative inquiry is the exploration of what is 
working well, rather than a focus on problematic areas.   
Participants in my study describe learning as stimulating and exciting. Novel ideas and 
ways of understanding experience are revealed through learning. Professionals need to 
be engaged with their practice to learn, and the stimulation of the novel maintains that 
engagement. As well as voicing problems with learning in a public forum, therefore, 
there needs to be a celebration of the commitment and enthusiasm most professionals 
bring to their practice, and an understanding that making of meaning is integral to the 
experience of learning.  
One of the participants of this study, Dom, describes passion as integral to being a 
therapist, exhorting new graduates to be innovative and creative and progressive and 
even confrontational … be anything but [bland] (300). As mentioned in chapter four, as 
professionals participated in this study voluntarily, it may be that they were particularly 
enthusiastic about learning or had particular concerns about learning. This is a possible 
limitation of this study. Through my involvement with many professionals in the past, 
however, I am aware that the majority are deeply committed to making a difference to 
the lives of others and of growing as individuals through this purpose. Certainly passion 
and enthusiasm are necessary for the changes I am suggesting towards a culture of 
inquiry (Fullan, 1997). 
Health professionals demonstrate a valuing of and caring for their clients. Valuing and 
caring about their own practice is also important. Sharing stories of professional practice 
is a way of valuing and celebrating that practice and an entry point into inquiry about 
practice (e.g. Connelly & Clandinin, 1999; Day, 1993a; Mason, 2004; Mattingly, 1998). 
Recognition of the primacy of practice and ways that practice and research can inform 
each other could lead to more practitioner-based research (see Garbett, 2004; 
McWilliam, 2004). As, Dom asserts: 
Don’t think the universities are the cutting edge. Clinical practice is at the coalface, 
that’s the cutting edge, that’s where we’re mucking about with different treatment 
ideas. The universities find evidence for what we’re doing but the inspiration for 
that comes from clinical practice…. That’s how I really feel, that I do solve a million 
and one clinical problems every day. (Dom, 302) 




From the support offered through valuing and celebrating practice, creative dissent can 
be allowed. A culture of inquiry not only allows but also values creative dissent as a way 
of improving practice and outcomes for both clients and professionals. That is, dissent in 
a culture of inquiry should be directed towards a meaningful and thoughtful purpose. In 
arguing for a politics of resistance in education, Henry Giroux (2003) stresses the need 
for “a language of critique and possibility that is as self-critical as it is socially 
responsible” (p.5). Creative new ideas and possibilities in critical inquiry are then based 
on an appreciation of what matters to participants of that culture. In caring professions, 
such as teaching, critical dissent includes recognition of social responsibilities and, 
usually, a notion of social justice (e.g. Blackmore, 1999).  
As there is not necessarily consensus about what matters, ideas suggested through 
creative dissent may be unwanted or even seen as inflammatory. Deborah Britzman and 
Don Dippo (2000) suggest that the future of a profession may lie in its ability to ask 
difficult questions of itself, and be open to deal with such “awful thoughts”. For a 
profession to grow dynamically in response to social change, a culture of inquiry that 
enables APL is important. Difficult questions about why certain practices are undertaken, 
whose needs are met by such practices, and if there is a better way of practising can be 
debated. Such a debate would not be dominated by notions of economic efficiency but 
include notions of meaning and value.  
Apple (1999) describes the importance of critical dissent for generating agency for 
change (p.173). As discussed in section 6.3.2, there is little public dissent or resistance 
about the status quo in the health professions, although there are some exceptions. 
Franziska Trede and colleagues (Trede et al., 2003), for example, suggest a model of 
emancipatory practice for physiotherapists akin to the culture of inquiry described here. 
They articulate the transformation of practice that could occur through questioning of, 
and critical reflection on, assumptions and taken-for-granted practices, with benefits for 
both professionals and clients. 
A problem for therapists, raised in section 5.1.2, is that in all public sector organisations 
where they work (including health, education, disability, families or aged care), they are 
a minority group. The power of therapists to create cultural change in organisations may 
be limited unless they form alliances with other allied health groups (Williams, 2005). 
Another issue in creating change is the gendered nature of therapy as a profession. In 
common with professions such as nursing and teaching, the values that are important to 
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its practitioners, such as caring about clients and making a difference, may be 
undervalued partly because of their traditional conceptualisation as feminine qualities 
(Noddings, 1992, p.xiii). The notion of caring as an important framework for considering 
practice in such professions is worthy of further research (Benner, Tanner, & Chesla, 
1996; Kleiman, 2005; Noddings, 2002; Titchen, 2000).   
In a culture of inquiry, both celebration of practice and creative dissent would support 
APL. Both enthusiasm for and resistance to various aspects of practice are necessary 
for change. Fullan (1997) describes how both are powerful emotions that need to be 
reconciled to provide the “energy for change” (p.223). 
8.2.2 Reflexive authenticity 
Whilst system-wide change is the norm in organisations currently, a change to an inquiry 
based culture is not. Although the support of an entire organisation for a culture of 
inquiry would be the ideal, even without systemic change, a culture of inquiry could be 
built within a profession, a department, or a group of practitioners who engage in 
reflexive authenticity. Through the agency of individuals, workplace cultures can be 
transformed (Billett & Somerville, 2004).   
As described in section 7.2.2.3, with respect to Sam, reflexive authenticity is both 
personal and social, with a reflective and moral component. It refers to a professional 
valuing her way of learning as an expression of her way of being, whilst being open to 
critically questioning that way of being. Such authenticity implies practising with a social 
and moral awareness of the responsibilities of being a professional. Reflexive 
authenticity involves a commitment to engage with others in practice in an open, 
imaginative and critical way. It involves critical reflection through questioning of 
assumptions, with awareness of the wider social, cultural and political implications of 
practice and of what matters for clients in different contexts. The reflexive authenticity I 
describe is a personal undertaking, as it entails personal integrity and responsibility, but 
it also has a social dimension through a sense of belonging to the wider social context 
that makes being authentic possible (Guignon, 2004b, p.163).  
Reflexive authenticity is needed to “stand back” from practice; accepting uncertainty in 
learning and openly questioning practice. Reflexive authenticity is needed to “stand up” 
for what matters in the professional life-world; seeing other perspectives and voicing 
what is valued.  It could form the basis of an emancipatory model of practice (Trede et 
Part D: Integration 
 
208
al., 2003), allowing meaningful growth as a professional, advocating for making a 
difference in clients’ lives, and contributing to the dynamic development of a profession.   
8.2.2.1 Standing back
The value of critical reflection for transformative learning, the dearth of evidence of 
critical reflection in this study, and possible reasons for this absence have been 
discussed, and are only referred to briefly here. Change towards a culture that supports 
APL involves challenging professionals to critically reflect, through thoughtful 
questioning grounded in everyday interactions. Standing back to gain distance from 
everyday practice is required, to enable insights into taken-for-granted features of 
practice. Thus reflexive authenticity involves social dialogue that is active as well as 
receptive; that listens as well as probes. Similarly, research into professional learning 
benefits from standing back to examine taken-for-granted assumptions about learning, 
as this phenomenological study demonstrates.  
Reflexive authenticity also involves self-understanding, as there is a need to be aware of 
values and assumptions before they can be critically examined. Referring to reflexivity in 
research, Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000) note that: “What matters … is for individuals to 
understand the world in which they live.… Every understanding, of the simplest 
everyday things, is at the same time a contribution to a better self-understanding” (p.84).  
Understanding self, or self awareness, is a social as well as personal construct. It 
involves recognition of the professional life-world as socially constructed, where little is 
certain. As professionals become aware of themselves as learners, they can identify 
what they value and care about at work, and what is valued and cared about by their 
clients and their professional culture (Crick & Wilson, 2005). They are then in a better 
position to discuss more openly and to critically reflect on such values. Brookfield (1995) 
stresses that for reflection to be described as critical, it should be directed towards 
meaningful change (p.217).   
8.2.2.2 Standing up 
As well as standing back to reflect on aspects of practice and learning, reflexive 
authenticity also involves standing up for concerns once they have been pondered and 
discussed. This can be construed as taking a stand on what matters in professional life.  
The concept of reflexive authenticity I describe is not only awareness of self as a social 
being but is linked to a concept of a meaningful life. The professionals in my study are 
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passionate about making a difference to the lives of their clients. They describe how the 
situations they care about sufficiently to engage with and learn from are those related to 
this sense of a meaningful professional life. Many participants express a sense of 
purpose through their engagement in practice, and note that by learning about better 
ways of practising they find meaning through everyday work. 
Reflexive authenticity means becoming clear-sighted and reflective about issues of 
importance that face professionals and their community, as well as taking a stand on 
such issues through action (Guignon, 2004b; Thomson, 2004). Referring to Heidegger‘s 
concept of authenticity, Guignon (2004a) states: 
[This] concept of authenticity therefore provides the basis for making sense 
of the connectedness, continuity, and coherence of life. The integrity of a life 
… is grounded … in what we do in the world. Acting is a matter of resolutely 
drawing on the pool of possibilities opened by one’s culture and remaining 
firm and whole-hearted in one’s commitments.… An authentic life gains its 
meaning from the way the events and actions are focused on realizing 
something as a totality. In Heidegger’s view, it is only by living in this way 
that one can be an individual or a Self. (p.131) 
In a similar way, Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000) describe authenticity as “taking 
responsibility” for ourselves through moments of “clear-sightedness” that enable “a 
realistic view of ourselves and our possibilities – neither underestimating nor 
overestimating them” (p.82). Reflective authenticity as a professional, then, involves an 
embodied engaged agency with a view towards a purpose and meaning beyond the self 
(Taylor, 1992).   
Sam offers an example of reflexive authenticity as a professional. Her congruence 
between her values and actions, her taking of professional responsibility to continually 
challenge what she knows, and her standing up for issues of social justice in relation to 
her clients are examples of authentic professional being. As such, reflexive authenticity 
involves awareness of social and professional responsibilities whilst retaining personal 
and professional integrity. Sam describes how through transformative experiences of 
CPL she gained insight into such a professional way of being. Other participants, even 
Sally, stand up when it matters, describing taking a stand on behalf of clients.  Silence 
over dissonance may not be an issue of confidence per se, but confusion about what 
professionals are able to stand up for.  
Thus reflexive authenticity can be construed as the “social action of an authentic, 
reflective self who founds (sic) its authenticity intersubjectively ” (Tsivacou, 2005, p.45). 
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Tsivacou is referring to communication in the modern workplace with reference to the 
notion of eudemonia or shared wellbeing, described previously with respect to a life-
world discourse of meaning in section 6.3.1.  
8.2.3 Cultural change 
Realisation of meaning in professional life is not a theoretical fantasy. There is a growing 
discourse about the way that people find meaning in life and construct identities through 
everyday engagement in work (Alvesson, 2004; Connelly & Clandinin, 1999; Higgs & 
Titchen, 2001b; Iwama, 2004; Kleiman, 2005; Mattingly, 1998; Palmer, 1998; Wenger, 
1998). Sabine Gurtler (2005) describes how such meaning relates to what matters in a 
society, arguing that within the context of a worthwhile life, work can contribute to the 
common good. 
Therapy professions (and others) moved towards a scientific technicist discourse thirty 
years ago, partly because of difficulties in establishing credibility from the messy, 
“swamp” of practice (Schön, 1983). The shift has been successful in establishing the 
therapies as accountable, standardised and efficient, with measurable evidence of their 
efficacy (e.g. Bury & Mead, 1998; McCluskey, 2004; Williams, 2005). But the pendulum 
has swung too far. It is time to redress the imbalance between discourses of 
performativity and meaning that result in professional stress, uneasiness and 
dissatisfaction (Dinham, 2000; Faragher, Cass, & Cooper, 2005; Weekes et al., 2001). 
There is a need to move forward in a way that recognises realities yet suggests 
alternatives grounded in everyday practice. In arguing that expectations are out of touch 
with practice, as participants in this study do, possibilities for change involving 
recognition of APL and of authentic practice can be raised.   
Cultural change is possible. For example, the field of social ecology is an emerging 
meta-discipline working in a holistic way to investigate and change complex social 
systems, involving interrelationships between people, dealing with economic parameters 
as well as meaning (Bookchin, 2003; Brown, Grootjans, Ritchie, Townsend, & Verrinda, 
2005; Hill, 2003; King, Stokois, Talen, Brassington, & Killingsworth, 2002). Similarly, 
interdisciplinary, practice-based research such as my study can contribute to such 
change. 
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8.3 Models of Authentic Professional Learning 
Beyond such theoretical positions about changing support for learning towards APL, the 
“gritty materialities” need to be considered, as ideas without plans for action are wasted 
(Apple, 2000a; Fullan, 2001). Strategies that are relatively cost and time neutral are 
suggested below, based on the framework of APL. Such a framework supports 
professionals coming together in a trusting environment to share experiences of learning 
in practice, identifying commonalities and idiosyncrasies as this study has done. Such a 
framework is congruent with, and supportive of, professional experiences described in 
this study, yet cognisant of the current needs of the workplace with respect to the 
demonstration of outcomes and accountability. 
There are many existing models that can be adapted. It is important, however, that 
models such as those suggested in this section are not just incorporated within the 
existing culture and CPD framework. Rather, these models can work within the 
guidelines proposed above for an APL framework; shared awareness of everyday 
realities with support for relationships within a culture of learning. For example, Carl 
Rhodes and Hermine Scheeres (2004) critique organisational training masquerading as 
inquiry into values of employees. Whilst the aim of the program was to explore cultural 
change in an organisation, the didactic and controlling methods of “developing” staff led 
to alignment not exploration of values, and to compliance rather than learning. 
It is important if models for supporting learning are introduced within a framework of 
APL, that they are not imposed from above as yet another new way of working that must 
be implemented. Instead, they can start from an open, voluntary sharing of experiences 
of learning in practice, allowing the development of an awareness of the shared reality of 
APL. Opportunities could be offered for professionals to be involved in an APL group 
such as the one proposed below. Only some professionals would take advantage of 
such opportunities. The voluntary nature of such involvement stems from the reality that 
APL cannot be controlled, but can be supported. 
8.3.1 Authentic professional learning workshops 
In this section, I outline a concrete proposal for authentic professional learning 
workshops, drawing on the findings of this study, my own experience in coordinating 
action learning workshops and facilitating groups, and literature about action learning 
sets (e.g. McGill & Brockbank, 2004; Walker, 2001). Although I argue that the formation 
of learning relationships should be voluntary rather than imposed, I also acknowledge 
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the possibility of more structured support for APL such as workshops. The concepts 
introduced in such workshops may not be readily accessible for practitioners without 
skilled facilitation, or stewardship. In these workshops, ideas and issues about learning 
in the current climate could be shared, as participants did openly with me, and strategies 
for future directions in supporting learning discussed.  
Below is one proposal that could be trialled as part of further research. In this proposal, I 
envisage a set of approximately four workshops, offered to a group of up to twelve 
professionals under the auspices of either workplace or professional association support 
for continuing learning. The four workshops could run for two to three hours and be held 
approximately one month apart. The content would be flexible depending on the 
experiences and interests of the participants, but would revolve around the following four 
themes: awareness, uncertainty, meaning and action. 
8.3.1.1 Awareness of authentic professional learning
In the first workshop, participants are introduced to the concept of APL. This is done in 
general terms only, as the aim of the workshops is for participants to explore what works 
for them in supporting their own learning, rather than have theory imposed. Ground rules 
are discussed and agreed upon, such as mutual respect, confidentiality and agreeing to 
be open and share experiences. A commitment is made by participants to reflect 
between workshops on the relationship of the content to their experiences of practice. 
The importance of listening to and supporting each other is stressed. The structure of 
each workshop, including time allocation, is discussed by participants (see McGill & 
Beaty, 2001). It is crucial that a feeling of trust imbues the workshops from the 
beginning.  
As a group, participants are supported to share experiences of learning, taking turns to 
describe situations where each person felt she learnt something as a professional. From 
the varied descriptions, the group explores similarities and differences, coming to a 
shared agreement about what they consider to be essential features of their learning. It 
is likely, but not certain, that variations on the four constituents of CPL described in this 
study would emerge: understanding, engagement, interconnection and openness. The 
most important point is that the reality of learning for these participants is shared, and 
some of the assumptions held about learning as professionals explored through the 
process. Between workshops, participants are asked to observe their practice and how 
they learn in different situations.  
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8.3.1.2 Uncertainty in professional practice
In the second workshop, after listening to feedback from the first workshop, the notions 
of doubt, uncertainty, or not knowing are explored through concrete situations where 
participants describe such feelings in professional life. Open questions about situations 
where participants felt challenged or uncomfortable, where there was miscommunication 
or conflict, are explored. What happened in such situations? What was learnt from such 
situations? The notion of challenge in learning is explored, particularly the ability to be 
open to new ideas if the challenge is not threatening.  
Underlying assumptions could be identified from these discussions; assumptions about 
self, clients, practice or knowledge. For example, is knowledge as used in practice 
certain? Are there certain truths, and what knowledge is conditional? What is evidence-
based practice? What are the assumptions of the current professional culture? What is 
valued in learning in practice?  Thus critical reflection could be addressed in concrete 
terms. The aim is to generate insights into assumptions as is done in double loop 
learning (see Argyris & Schön, 1978; Dick & Dalmau, 1999). Participants are asked to 
think about their values and assumptions in the period between workshops.  
8.3.1.3 Meaning in professional practice
In the third workshop, the notion of what matters to the participants in professional life is 
explored through considering what each professional feels passionate about. Are there 
similarities or differences in the way the participants find meaning in their professional 
lives? What do they care about? How do these areas relate to their professional 
responsibilities? What are the assumptions behind such values? In exploring the type of 
difference people want to make as professionals, the way that continuing to learn might 
contribute to making a difference is explored.  
From this, the notion of authenticity as a professional is introduced, exploring what this 
means in everyday practice. Do people bring all of who they are to professional life? If 
not, what issues are important in shaping a particular way of being a professional? The 
current working culture for different professionals is discussed, including features that 
support or hinder APL. The importance of relationships in professional life is discussed, 
referring to examples from participants. The question of what sort of relationships 
support authentic learning is raised. What can strengthen such relationships? Does any 
aspect of professional practice need challenging? Notions of care, trust, inquiry and 
reflection in the current culture can be discussed. 
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Finally, participants are asked to think of a potential project to bring to the final 
workshop. Over the period between workshops, they are asked to think about a situation 
they really care about, related to their professional practice, that they could inquire into 
as part of their learning. 
8.3.1.4 Authentic professional learning action plan
In the final workshop, individual action plans for a learning project are discussed. The 
existing models described below could be outlined as possible ways to structure an APL 
project, so that it could be used within an existing learning support mechanism (such as 
performance reviews at work, or gaining points in mandatory CPD for registration). The 
planning is dependent not only on the issue that the professional wants to learn about, 
but also on what is feasible within the current working situation. For example, a first 
project could focus on developing a particular learning relationship through exploring a 
relatively minor concern, or could involve a more ambitious project developing a 
participative action research group. Possible plans would vary with different workplace 
structures, cultures and leadership style. 
Ideas for supporting the projects are shared, exploring ways of developing a culture of 
inquiry and maintaining reflexive authenticity. The plans of action could include people 
involved, strategies of inquiry and support, and even outcomes and timelines if such are 
required. Ways of progressing in the future are outlined, from finding information sources 
to developing critical friendships, including the possibility of continuing to meet as a 
group without facilitation. Within the group in such workshops, strength is developed 
through shared diversity; freedom through shared responsibility. Sharing could allow 
patterns to be seen as imaginative ideas are shared. Dissonance could be voiced and 
meaning valued.  
8.3.2 Existing models for supporting learning 
The four widely recognised models that could be drawn upon in creating an action plan 
through APL workshops are: action learning, action research, critical incidents and 
appreciative inquiry. Such models for APL are grounded in everyday work. They are 
congruent with experience, yet cognisant of professional expectations. They accept 
uncertainty, yet have a structure. They support a questioning awareness of possibility 
and choice. They involve taking action leading to change, yet build in reflection. They 
support individual involvement and direction, yet involve broader interdisciplinary 
exchange. These models are detailed in the professional literature, especially in 
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teaching and nursing. The models all involve some aspect of four features: awareness, 
inquiry, action and reflection, but vary in the emphasis placed on each. Most are 
iterative, participative, and collaborative. Each will only be briefly sketched, as detailed 
references are widely available. 
Action learning, in particular, is uncannily similar to many of the participants’ descriptions 
of learning in this study, where some action was trialled in practice, outcomes noticed, 
and further change undertaken. Action learning could involve a single professional 
(interacting with others in texts, online communities or facilitators) working on a 
professional issue that she cares about and wants to learn more about. Action learning 
groups, similar to those described in section 8.3.1, are useful ways of supporting 
learning through critical friendships. They work effectively when members meet regularly 
to share progress, questions and ideas. Some professionals, however, prefer a more 
self-contained way of learning or are isolated through location. Action learning, as a 
means of professional development, is gaining interest in professional and academic 
communities (Bourner & Frost, 2000; Brockbank et al., 2002; Dilworth & Willis, 2003; 
Foldy & Creed, 1999; McGill & Brockbank, 2004). The outcome of learning and making 
changes based on this experience is the primary focus of this model. 
Action research is also well documented (Auger & Wideman, 2000; Costello, 2003; 
Kemmis, 1995; Reason & Bradbury, 2001; Walker, 2001; Williamson, Schauder, Wright, 
& Stockfield, 2002; Zuber-Skerritt, 1996). Action research is a participatory form of 
research with a particular focus on group learning and change. Although it is established 
as a research methodology that pursues action and research outcomes at the same 
time, in its simplest form it can be viewed as authentic problem solving using a 
systematic process. It is related to change agency, but is more participative; related to 
field research, but more focused on real workplace problems (Dick, 2000). It is 
particularly applicable to practitioner research. McWilliam (2004) critiques and promotes 
practitioner research, referring to both formal and informal action-based research. In her 
evaluation of its strengths and weaknesses, she notes that it can achieve both 
professional development and political action (p.118).  
Another model for supporting practitioners’ learning, used within teaching practice, is 
based on Tripp’s (1993) notion of critical incidents. This model draws on incidents from 
everyday practice that are analysed in terms of practitioners’ assumptions and 
interpretations. The meaning of incidents in practice is determined not only by their 
context but by the professional’s “interpretation of the significance of an event” (p.8). 
Tripp stresses that the professional interpretations teachers make “come more from their 
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understanding of the situation and who they are than from any set of teaching 
procedures that they may follow” (p.142). To examine such situations and learn from 
them, he outlines a process of searching for wider meanings, through asking significant 
questions, such as: “Why did this occur?”; “ What is it an example of?”; “Where do I go 
from here?” (p.27). This process is a means of examining habits of mind and practice, 
exposing implicit values and assumptions. The process can be supported by the use of 
reflective journals, a critical friend or a collaborative group.  
Finally, a process involving appreciation of what currently works in practice could be 
used. This was mentioned in section 8.2.1.1, as a way of celebrating practice, and could 
be a useful process within an APL framework because of this aspect. The appreciative 
inquiry model is described as a group inquiry that focuses on enhancing what is working 
well, as a way of investigating and changing problems in practice (Cooperrider & 
Whitney, 2005; Hammond, 1996). Della Fish (1998) takes a slightly different perspective 
within this appreciative paradigm, highlighting the concept of professional artistry in 
appreciating and inquiring about professional practice in a creative yet critical manner 
(see also Higgs & Titchen, 2001b).  
There are examples in the literature, especially in teaching and nursing, of models of 
support for professional learning with some similarities to those envisaged in an APL 
framework (e.g. Fullan, 2001; Hargreaves, 1997; Kinnucan-Welsch & Jenlink, 2005; 
Titchen, 2000). For example, Melanie Walker (2001) discusses the establishment of a 
small group within a university, actively learning and changing their teaching practices, 
drawing on experiences from their professional and personal lives as resources. She 
and her colleagues discuss how through such a process of learning they construct a 
professional life of meaning and an “authentic professional self” (p.29). She talks of the 
openness of the process as “welcoming complexity” and being “one way to prise open 
… claims to certainty” in practice (p.35). Similarly, in an APL framework, professionals 
can articulate and value their own authentic way of learning and of being a professional, 
whilst questioning their underlying assumptions.  
8.3.3 Existing resources for supporting learning 
The value of adapting one of the above models as a means of structuring an APL project 
is that a systematic process with outcomes and a time frame could be established. Thus 
the framework of APL could be acceptable to current workplaces and professional 
organisations. There is no need for the APL workshops or projects that arise from them to 
take more time than current CPD activities, so they could remain time and cost neutral. If 
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required, outcomes could be described, pragmatically, in language that suits 
organisational goals. The value of the models of learning suggested is that, although 
outcomes may be specified initially, they alter as the learning process evolves, thus 
always remaining open. In addition, the valuing, support, discussion and questioning 
arising from such processes would produce intangible outcomes beyond those formally 
identified.  
The use of existing resources within professional associations and workplaces is 
desirable. For example, many professionals are involved with CPD through professional 
associations. In addition to maintaining standards, professional associations have a 
mandate to support continuing learning of therapists. They are well placed to move 
towards a framework of APL, instead of being limited to CPD. The current framework of 
CPD points, mentoring and networks could be adapted to support APL, for example, 
through promotion of APL workshops. Courses offered through the associations could 
support ongoing inquiry instead of isolated didactic presentations. Stories of professional 
practice could be shared in newsletters as they currently are, but there could be more 
stories that highlight unvoiced concerns of professional lives and what it means to be a 
therapist.  
In workplaces, there are already many avenues through which exchange of experiences 
can occur. Most workplaces have CPD days and formal or informal networks in place 
that could provide a means of sharing stories of practice and learning. By building on 
existing networks and resources, such changes could be relatively cost and time neutral 
(e.g. Queensland Government, 2006). To some extent sharing already occurs, as 
participants explain. However, the focus is generally on clients, through the valued 
medium of case studies. Professional concerns, such as doubt, uncertainty or learning 
from mistakes are only shared between trusted friends. An appreciation of the reality of 
APL could form the basis of a learning culture as described. Cultural change is created 
through the thoughts and actions of participants, although time and energy is required 
for sustained change. 
Although it is possible that APL projects could be subsumed within a performance 
appraisal framework (e.g. McLellan, Bateman, & Bailey, 2005), care would need to be 
taken that learning rather than performance were the goals (e.g. Day, 1999, chap.5). 
Although standards and outcomes are important, they should not be confused with 
learning. Care would also need to be taken that any changes were not introduced in a 
didactic manner, imposed by “experts” from above. Participants in APL workshops would 
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be invited rather than instructed to attend. Change should be grounded in real issues of 
concern from practice. 
It is possible that APL workshops could be offered through video links to enable 
engagement of rural practitioners within their local communities. Instead of the “train the 
trainer” focus of the past decade, however, there could be a change to an “enable the 
enabler” focus.  Learning journals may be another useful way of structuring or recording 
thinking or questioning (e.g. Bolton, 2001; English & Gillen, 2001; Moon, 1999a). As 
learning groups have been established to read research articles, they could also be 
established to read reflective journals. When the possibility of using journals to record 
learning was raised with participants in the study, they saw such a process as yet more 
paperwork. I have found from experience in action learning groups, however, that at 
least recording individual action points from one meeting to another is a useful way of 
maintaining direction.  
To be accepted by professional organisations or workplaces, an APL framework would 
need to be critically evaluated through further research. From the examples in this 
section, a case could be made for research trials to investigate APL workshops, with 
collaboration between one or more professional associations, university departments or 
workplaces. Initial forays into such a proposal, through discussion with stakeholders, 
suggest that trials are feasible.  
8.4 Implications for Undergraduate Education 
What are the implications of this study for undergraduate education? Although 
undergraduate education was not the focus of the study, many participants claim their 
education did not adequately equip them for practice. There are difficult issues to be 
considered in the planning and implementation of undergraduate professional education, 
including economic pressure on universities, shortage of opportunities for workplace 
experience, and training of workplace educators.  Nevertheless, there are implications 
arising from this study for undergraduate education. Key implications are considered 
briefly, below, relating to preparation for the realities of practice and learning to be a 
professional. 
8.4.1 Preparation for the realities of practice  
Lisa graduated three years ago in Queensland. Like many other participants, she is 
concerned her education was not sufficiently linked to the realities of practice: 
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In our undergrad degree we get a lot, a fair bit of theory … but I suppose it's more 
beneficial or it's easier to learn and retain that when you've actually …  got real 
children to pin it on.… When we covered different frames of reference in second 
year … it just seemed so totally irrelevant and ridiculous … talking about what kind 
of approach you would use to deal with a child with cerebral palsy or an adult 
who's had a stroke, when I've never met a child with cerebral palsy or an adult with 
a stroke. (Lisa, 154) 
In this study, the importance of engaging with practice from the beginning of an 
undergraduate program, rather than towards the end, is mentioned. In particular, issues 
raised in chapter six that caused difficulties for participants need to be addressed. These 
issues revolve around questioning assumptions, coping with uncertainty, seeing other 
perspectives and an awareness of values. Engaging with the uncertainties and 
complexity of practice throughout the undergraduate program is a way of addressing 
these issues.  
The following aspects of learning could be raised within current programs, in a way that 
would not necessarily take extra time. Learning to live with uncertainty, as an aspect of 
the reality of dealing with human beings, is important. The value of uncertainty for 
learning, involving creativity and imagination as professional artistry, needs to be raised. 
Learning to work with others is also a critical aspect of being a professional, including 
the ability to learn from others and be aware of how people’s perspectives are socially 
constructed. Interprofessional education is one means of addressing this issue. Learning 
to learn could be argued as crucial for any undergraduate course. This may involve 
some awareness of different ontological and epistemological positions.  
Overall, the issue of learning to become a professional who continues to learn as part of 
her professional way of being is important. There are examples of innovative proposals 
addressing issues raised in this section (Barnett & Coate, 2005; Barr et al., 2005; Boud 
& Solomon, 2001; Dall'Alba, 2004; Elkin, 2004; Everingham & Irwin, 2001; Higgs & 
Titchen, 2001a; Kitto, Chesters, Villanueva, & Fox, 2004; Lindquist, Engardt, & 
Richardson, 2004; Lingard et al., 2003; Taylor, 1997). 
8.4.2 Learning to be a professional  
Current researchers in higher education have drawn on Heidegger in arguing for a shift 
towards an ontological focus that considers professional being as well as knowing and 
doing (e.g. Ashworth, 2004; Barnett & Coate, 2005; Dall'Alba, in prep.; Peters, 2002; 
Thomson, 2001, 2004). For example, Barnett (2004) refers to the “ontological task” of 
higher education in preparing students for an uncertain, complex present and an 
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unknown future, requiring a focus on “authentic being” (p.259). Similarly, Dall’Alba 
(2005) describes an educational program transforming academics’ ways of being 
teachers, concluding that learning “involves transformation of the self in relation to the 
social practice that is university teaching” (p.364).  
Both Dall’Alba (2005) and Thomson (2001, 2004), draw on Heidegger’s critique of 
education with respect to the potential for ontological transformation through learning. 
They refer to Heidegger’s (1967/1998) interpretation of Plato’s cave allegory, where 
Heidegger claims that “real education lays hold of the soul itself and transforms it in its 
entirety by first of all leading us to the place of our essential being and accustoming us 
to it” (p.167). In the allegory, it is only through an educational odyssey, where taken-for-
granted assumptions are questioned and uncertainty and doubt encountered, that 
learners can return (from the cave) with the freedom to see familiar things for the first 
time; understanding that all is not what it seems (Thompson, 2001). Dall’Alba (2005) 
describes the potential transformation of her students through such an inquiry process 
where “the familiar is made unfamiliar” (p.366). The implications are that “learning to be 
a professional” can be a transformative journey (Dall’Alba, in prep.). 
In professional education, the inherent ambiguity of life, as reflected in professional 
practice, should be highlighted in discussions between students, practitioners and 
educators, within a rigorous critique of the assumption of certainty in the human sciences. 
Although problematic and disconcerting, uncertainty in education offers opportunities for 
transformation as a professional.  
8.5 Potential of Authentic Professional Learning  
In supporting authentic inquiry, there is a fine line between demonstrating accountability 
in learning and retaining agency or ownership of learning. There is a need for support 
within APL to involve learners in the choice of models and processes used. Two 
directions are necessary in any APL framework, to change professional culture and to 
support individual professionals; the two are interdependent. That is, the working culture 
will change if more professionals act in authentic ways, sharing and voicing concerns; 
yet there is a need for a change of culture to enable valuing and support for APL.  
Stakeholders cannot control, regulate, force or coerce a professional into learning. 
However, they can support, facilitate and provide an environment for APL. We need 
awareness of possibilities for change. An awareness of the ambiguities of being human, 
uncertainties of learning, and constraints of professional socialisation and context, can 
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lead to questioning that transforms professional understanding. A framework of APL not 
only supports professionals to learn in their own authentic way, but supports them to be 
who they are as professionals. From a basis of trust, it may be possible to challenge 
professionals to question themselves, their habits, their practice, their colleagues and 
the system; to consider other alternatives and possibilities about who they might become 
as professionals. That is, a framework of APL not only supports professional being but 
also becoming.
PART E:    CONCLUSION 
In describing and interpreting the findings of this study in Part C and D, I have attempted 
a productive discussion that does not claim to provide answers. As I gather the threads 
of this thesis together in Part E, evaluating the contributions of the study to 
understanding CPL, and proposing future directions for research and practice, I hesitate 
in drawing firm conclusions. The tidiness of conclusions implies certainty. Yet, as 
argued, interpretation of research involves but one particular way of looking at evidence, 
and any analysis of human experience involves ambiguity. Merleau-Ponty muses that 
phenomenological philosophy is characterised by “both a taste for evidence and a 
feeling for ambiguity” (Moran, 2000, p.400). My intent for Part E, and this entire thesis, 
mirrors his statement. 
In a sense my dilemma is reflective of a tension between performativity and meaning in 
research, similar to that described in professional practice in this study. There is a need 
to balance the performative goal of producing a doctoral thesis as evidence of quality 
research, and the aim of speaking out on behalf of the professionals who lent me their 
voices. Although I stay within academic confines of credibility by focusing my reflections 
on CPL, I am aware of current workplace difficulties, particularly for the caring 
professions in the public sector, that are deeper than I have stated. In this thesis, many 
issues are raised obliquely, but I am aware, as were the professionals I spoke to, of how 
CPL is strongly influenced by workplace difficulties. Such difficulties emerge through my 
findings, but only in pastel hues, yet their influence more dramatically colours daily 
working life than this written document implies.  
Chapter nine begins by revisiting the original research problem in the light of the findings 
(section 9.1). In arguing for the credibility of this study, its limitations are addressed in 
terms of “Uncertainties,” by referring back to the criteria of rigour, relevance and 
reflexivity (section 9.2). A strength of the study is seen in the possibilities it opens for 
change in support for professional learning. Both practical and theoretical implications 
for change are highlighted as “Possibilities” (section 9.3). Proposals for supporting CPL 
in an authentic manner are summarised, in addition to more nebulous possibilities that 
may be addressed in future research. Chapter nine concludes with reflections on the 
contributions this study makes (section 9.4). An Epilogue, containing reflections on my 
own learning as a professional researcher, concludes the thesis. 
Chapter Nine 
Uncertainties and Possibilities  
In the first chapter of this thesis, the complexity and diversity of continuing to learn as a 
professional was highlighted. In this final chapter I restate this assertion having given 
texture and depth to these simple adjectives, through describing the experience of 
professional learning, whilst examining problematic features in the support currently 
provided. 
As this study demonstrates, through subverting taken-for-granted assumptions about 
learning, new insights are made possible. The study makes a theoretical contribution to 
understanding CPL through foregrounding the ontological dimension of, and impact of 
context on, continuing to learn. The value of a phenomenological framework, as an 
alternative methodological approach to researching professional learning is also 
demonstrated. Through these new insights and methodological approach, practical and 
theoretical possibilities are opened for ways of supporting and researching learning in 
the future. The chapter begins by revisiting the original research problem in the light of 
the findings of the study. 
9.1 Re-Visiting the Research Problem 
This study aimed to enhance understanding about the continuing learning of 
professionals in order to improve support for learning. In exploring the lack of change in 
support for learning, despite decades of educational research suggesting possibilities for 
change, the lived experience of continuing to learn as a professional was explored. The 
question was asked: “How do professionals experience continuing learning within the 
current working context?” 
There are two key findings of the study. In describing the experience of continuing to 
learn as an allied health professional (finding one), the study reveals dissonance 
between the reality of how these professionals learn and the rhetoric of stakeholders’ 
expectations about professional development (finding two). In examining this experience 
and associated dissonance, both the context for learning and ontological dimensions of 
learning are highlighted. In critiquing the assumptions and practice of CPD, this study 
argues for a shift in the conceptualisation of, and support for, learning; from continually 
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developing professionals to supporting authenticity in professional learning. Reasons 
why CPD practices remain largely unchanged are hypothesised from the study’s findings 
as described below. 
9.1.1 Description of the experience of CPL 
This study empirically supports the concept that continuing to learn is part of the lived 
experience of being a professional. Through detailed descriptions, insight is provided 
into the nature of the experience of CPL as complex, diverse, idiosyncratic and multi-
faceted, by describing the essential phenomenological structure of that experience. 
The structure common to diverse experiences of CPL is described by four interlinked 
constituents. All descriptions of CPL involve change in professional understanding 
(constituent one), through multiple transitions where professionals are actively engaged 
in some aspect of professional practice that they care about, perceive as uncertain and 
see as novel (constituent two). Through these transitions the experiences of 
professionals are interconnected over time with experiences of others in an iterative, 
circuitous and imaginative web (constituent three). Because of the dynamic nature of 
these interconnections, professionals experience continual learning as a process that is 
open to possibilities whilst circumscribed by the particular professional context in which 
they practise (constituent four).  
Although the participants are enthusiastic about learning, they describe tensions within 
the experience of CPL, particularly between the openness and uncertainty of learning, 
and the circumscription and regulation of context. Resolution of tensions varies with 
each person’s way of being a professional, so that each professional’s learning has an 
idiosyncratic quality. Therefore, the experience of learning as a professional has a 
common shared structure but is expressed differently by individual professionals. 
Learning is an expression of each professional’s way of being, and continues to shape 
and be shaped by that way of being, in continual interplay with the professional context. 
Moreover, it is hypothesised that learning experiences help construct a professional way 
of being in the early years of practice.  
The description of continuing to learn includes a broad range of experiences. In this 
study, I argue against categorisation of different learning experiences. Participants 
describe learning through formal CPD activities as well as informal everyday learning; 
through learning to work with others as well as learning about specific professional skills. 
Both thinking and doing are involved in CPL; both understanding and uncertainty are 
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features of CPL.  Continuing to learn is experienced in a holistic way rather than as 
differentiated and well-defined elements. 
Within the complexity of the experience of learning, the findings reveal problematic 
omissions. Certain aspects, stressed in previous research as important for professional 
learning in a climate of increasing change and complexity, are not revealed by many 
participants of this study. These include a lack of questioning of assumptions underlying 
learning, difficulties in coping with the uncertainties of learning, and problems seeing 
different perspectives in learning. In addition, participants describe their undergraduate 
professional education as inadequate, in some ways, in preparing them to deal with the 
complexities and uncertainties of working and learning in the current workplace.  
9.1.2 Dissonance between rhetoric and reality 
Much of the rhetoric about continuing professional education, development or training is 
not consistent with the reality of continuing to learn as a professional, as described in 
this study.  Although there may be a need for education to introduce research findings to 
practice, mandatory CPD to monitor professional standards, or staff training to 
implement organisational changes, these interventions should not be confused with 
professional learning. Learning may, or may not, occur through such activities.  
The focus of current support for professional learning, on the development of knowledge 
and skills, tends to overlook the implications of both context and ontology in learning.  In 
arguing for a shift in conceptualisation and practice from development to learning, 
implications of the current context for learning, and the dialectic between professional 
being and continuing learning, are explored in this study.  
Problematic features of the current professional context, with a focus on supervision of 
standards rather than support for learning, are examined. Participants describe tensions 
at work between a search for certainty through regulation, and the uncertainty and 
complexity of professional practice. It is hypothesised that tensions revealed in the 
experience of CPL and the overall dissonance between reality and rhetoric in learning 
reflect wider concerns involved in being a professional in the current context. However, 
despite reporting of increases in work intensity and stress, there is limited dissent about 
work. Most of the cohort studied are reticent to express publicly what they value about 
learning and working, despite widespread covert concerns about the disparity between 
what happens in professional practice and official expectations.  
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Therefore, although dissonance between reality and rhetoric in learning is a common 
professional experience, it is largely hidden from official view. Consequently, the 
dissonance is internalised by most participants as their individual issue, a problem about 
who they are as professionals; rather than externalised as a shared public professional 
concern. For allied health professionals, this privatisation of dissonance may underlie 
the lack of public questioning of performative features of the workplace that constrain 
both learning and practice. The current focus of CPD is rarely questioned overtly, so that 
there is little discussion of possibilities for change. 
The hidden nature of dissonance in a culture where questioning and dissent is not 
encouraged and professionals’ work is often undervalued, means that some 
professionals are uncomfortable with their way of learning and of being a professional. 
As learning is revealed as an expression of each professional’s way of being, this study 
argues, with empirical support, that continuing to learn as a professional is an 
ontological as well as epistemological concern. That is, learning is as much about who 
the professional is as it is about what the professional knows.
Examination of the ontological dimensions of learning allows the notion of authenticity to 
be considered with respect to different ways of dealing with dissonance.  Within the 
epistemological framing of CPD, where professional knowing is highlighted rather than 
professional being, notions such as authenticity or transformation of professional being 
cannot be considered. Both authenticity in professional learning and the possibility of 
learning being transformative in some situations are raised within the proposed 
framework of APL in this study. 
9.1.3 Addressing the research problem 
I argue in this thesis that the underlying assumptions of CPD contribute to the lack of 
change in CPD practices. Because of the epistemological focus of CPD on change in 
professional knowledge through developing the professional, CPD overlooks 
implications of both ontology and context for learning, as explained above.  
In summary, in the cohort studied, there is a lack of discussion about doubt and 
uncertainty in professional practice, and little questioning of professional expectations 
and assumptions about learning and practice. Professionals don’t voice their concerns 
about dissonance between their experiences and expectations so that dissonance 
appears to be a private problem. The contemporary working culture reinforces this 
status quo because the performative and regulatory focus, on supervision and control 
Chapter 9: Uncertainties and Possibilities 
 227
rather than support and trust, resists public dissent. That is, the assumptions of CPD in 
interaction with the current professional context form a double-edged sword, resisting 
change both the private and public arenas. 
9.2 Uncertainties in the Findings 
All research has limitations. In asserting the credibility of this study and its contributions 
to understanding CPL, uncertainties about the study’s findings are addressed in this 
section. Limitations have been raised already at various points throughout this thesis. 
They are summarised here under three headings related to the conceptual framework of 
the study, the implementation process of the study, and my interpretation of the findings.   
9.2.1 Finding what I was looking for 
The main criticism that could be made of this study is that through taking a 
phenomenological perspective as the conceptual framework, I found what I was looking 
for. Such a criticism is valid. Assumptions about the holistic nature of experience, the 
socially constructed nature of reality, and the intersubjective construction of meaning 
shaped the study’s design and the way that findings were interpreted. Any way of 
looking at a research problem necessarily precludes other ways of seeing the same 
problem. This is a limitation my study shares with other research. A good case could be 
made for taking a different perspective of this same study, for example a critical 
discourse analysis or a gender based analysis, with different subsequent findings. My 
argument for the perspective I took is presented in Part A and B and the claim I made 
about developing fresh insights into CPL has been achieved.  
Criticisms of phenomenological research in general come from two opposing research 
paradigms, positivism and critical theory (Moran, 2000, p.21). Positivistic proponents 
raise concerns of researcher subjectivity and related issues of rigour, directed towards 
most interpretive research. In Giorgi’s phenomenological analysis transformations 
involve the researcher’s apparently subjective decisions. Yet all research, even 
quantitative, transforms raw data in some way and is implicitly dependent on the 
perspective the researcher brings to the research. In phenomenology, subjectivity is not 
eliminated but addressed. Measures of rigour enabling judgement of the quality of this 
study have been described in chapter four.  
From within critical theory, censure is directed towards the lack of critical analysis of 
power and self-interest underlying the participants’ statements about their experiences 
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(Grbich, 1999, p.170). Indeed, Alvesson (2002) critiques this lack of critical examination 
of hidden discourses in most empirical research. Both criticisms can best be addressed 
from the clear understanding of what empirical phenomenological research aims to do, 
and how successfully it achieves this. It makes no claims towards objectivity in the 
positivistic sense, or criticality in the critical theory sense, leaving that to other research 
enterprises. As my study demonstrates, phenomenological research aims to understand 
lived experience in a holistic manner, through rigorous methods aimed at revealing the 
taken-for-granted nature of that experience.  
9.2.2 Undertaking the study in the field   
In any honest appraisal of research, improvements in the way it was undertaken should 
be sought and can always be found. In this study, limitations can be found in participant 
selection, the type of data sought and the way these data were gathered in the field.  
As mentioned in section 8.2.1.1, the participants were volunteers. In the findings I argue 
that most participants are enthusiastic and responsible learners. The sample may be 
skewed towards those interested in learning, although one participant openly expressed 
his growing disinterest. General enthusiasm and a sense of responsibility about learning 
does resonate with my past involvement with professionals, and with those professionals 
who gave feedback on the findings. I also claim there are problematic issues in the 
context for learning, yet only those with particular concerns may have volunteered. 
However, other empirical research drawn on in Part D makes similar claims about the 
working context. While further research is needed to validate the findings of this study 
with other professionals, the findings resonate with empirical research and philosophical 
investigations from across disciplines.   
There are limitations in the type of data collected in that the engagement with 
participants was of short duration, compared with the prolonged engagement of much 
ethnographic study. Although data were collected over a year, time spent with each 
participant was limited to a few hours over one or two days. On the other hand, the 
limited time made it possible to explore commonalities across a larger number of 
participants. Gaining diversity in learning experiences was one way of enhancing rigour 
in this study. 
In gathering the data, there were flaws in my interviewing. On reflection when analysing 
transcripts, I could see how I occasionally led questions or assumed too much, despite 
my attempts to be reflexively open to different meanings. As detailed in chapter four, the 
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fact that I was an allied health professional had positive and negative implications for 
data gathering. I was aware of issues of relevance for the participants and my 
empathetic involvement allowed candid and open dialogue. However, such empathy 
involved sharing assumptions with the participants that may have limited my 
questioning, despite my concerted attempts at reflexivity.  
9.2.3 Reflexively interpreting the findings 
In section 4.1, I draw attention to the impact of my preunderstanding about professional 
learning in shaping this study, drawing on Alvesson’s and Sköldberg’s (2000) reflexive 
interpretation as a meta-methodology. Through the process of analysis and 
interpretation, I evoked the notion described by Giorgi (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003a) of “the 
critical other” in constantly questioning my interpretations. Thus through undertaking this 
study, my preunderstanding about learning has changed substantially, as described in 
the Epilogue.  
In interpreting the findings, I draw on phenomenological philosophy in addition to other 
empirical research. Drawing on Heidegger’s philosophical analysis, in particular, helped 
in the construction of a theoretical framework that clarifies the experience described by 
the participants. A combination of empirical findings with theoretical interpretation 
extends this research beyond what either would have achieved alone. Silverman (2005) 
claims that: “Without theory, research is impossibly narrow. Without research, theory is 
mere armchair contemplation” (p.107).  
My arguments in this study represent attempts to substantiate what seems the most 
plausible and worthwhile interpretations of the participants’ experiences. Whilst 
accepting the possibility of multiple interpretations, through my concern for reflexivity, I 
aimed to represent rather than “mis-represent” the reality of the participants’ experiences 
of learning (see Garrick, 2000).  
9.3 Possibilities for Change 
We must be able to imagine possibilities for change to occur. Sartre (1940/2004) 
describes imagination as crucial to the freedom to act. That is, imagination not only 
opens up possibilities but also suggests action. Yet there is always a tension between 
possibility and reality regarding what is feasible. In chapter eight, I raised both 
theoretical possibilities and practical proposals for feasible ways to move towards a shift 
in understanding and supporting continuing learning. Below, I summarise practical 
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proposals to “make a difference” in supporting learning, and theoretical possibilities as “a 
way forward” for possible future research. 
9.3.1 Making a difference in supporting learning 
As argued, in making a difference to how learning is supported, there is a need to 
encourage professionals to voice their shared reality about the experience of learning.  
This shared awareness is a necessary first step in encouraging constructive dialogue 
about change. 
As part of this shared reality, the question of what it means to be a professional working 
in the current context can also be discussed. For therapists, ways of dealing with being a 
professional who wants to make a difference for clients whilst working in an economic 
rationalist climate can be shared. Much of the discourse that surrounds professional 
practice is out of touch with the realities of everyday work, leading to professionals 
feeling torn between the professional personas they present and who they are. Support 
for reflexive authenticity as a professional would highlight the importance of reflection on 
social and moral issues, professional responsibility to question assumptions, and 
congruence between values and actions. It is a move towards meaning in professional 
life and wholeness as a professional. 
As argued in chapter eight, cultural change is possible. In discussing issues within the 
current professional working culture, there is recognition of the need to work within, yet 
challenge aspects of, that culture. In building a culture of inquiry that enables learning, 
diversity of opinion would be sought, questioning encouraged and the commitment and 
enthusiasm of professionals towards their practice valued. In such a culture, the focus 
would move from supervision to support, from hidden dissonance to open questioning in 
a trusting environment. I argue that a culture of inquiry may not only enable professional 
learning, but enhance intervention with clients, and invigorate a profession as a whole. 
In suggesting feasible proposals for change within a framework of APL, constructive 
approaches that enable professional learning and are cost and time neutral have been 
suggested in section 8.3. This framework is flexible so that uncertainty, diversity and 
complexity are accepted, yet structure, challenge and support are facilitated. Within this 
framework professionals could come together in supportive relationships, sharing 
experiences of learning in practice, identifying commonalities and idiosyncrasies as this 
research has done. Yet each individual directs her action towards situations that she 
cares about and have meaning for her within her social environment. Additional structure 
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may be needed to support learning for newer professionals. However, such learning to 
be a professional could take place within the professional world rather than separate 
from it in specific decontextualised induction programs, as happens currently in many 
workplaces. 
9.3.2 A way forward for research on learning 
The value of a phenomenological investigation of lived experience as an alternative 
methodology for researching professional learning is demonstrated in this study. Below, 
I also highlight the theoretical possibilities of drawing upon phenomenological philosophy 
in future research, as well as the value of continuing inter-disciplinary dialogue in 
research into professional learning and practice. In this section possibilities for future 
research are raised as a way forward from this study.  
9.3.2.1 A phenomenological perspective on research 
To research professional learning in a holistic way, describing findings without falling 
back into atomism, is a difficult task. Research can never adequately capture experience 
as lived, nor language liberate the insights claimed by the researcher. I have found not 
only the perspective but also the language of phenomenology to be useful in this 
attempt. The phenomenological philosophy drawn on in chapter three and seven 
resonates with professional experience in many ways, allowing insights into the nature 
of, and dilemmas in, professional practice.  
Of particular worth is Heidegger’s analysis of being-in-the-world and interpretations and 
extensions of his work by others. The usefulness of Heidegger’s philosophy as a 
framework for future studies of professional practice is the cogent manner in which he 
grasps the essentials of being human, in a way that privileges neither person nor world, 
highlighting their interrelationship through the unity of lived experience. Although much 
of this work was undertaken more than fifty years ago, and remains somewhat difficult to 
interpret, it is still relevant today in many fields of social theory and practice that rely on 
notions of what it means to be human.  
The holistic notion of being-a-professional-in-the-professional-world, drawn on in chapter 
seven, reflects the totality of lived professional experience and could be used in 
discourse, practice and research into professional practice and learning. It could be used 
to frame other commonly used notions such as: professional practice epistemology, 
embodied cognition, professional craft knowledge, clinical reasoning, professional 
judgement, artistry or wisdom and other combinations of these terms referred to in 
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chapter two. To separate aspects of professional being in analysis has many useful 
benefits and is required to highlight certain features. For too long, however, we have 
talked and undertaken research as if such separation reflects the reality of being a 
practicing professional.  
Given the density of Heidegger’s work, it could be argued that I have selected from 
Heidegger’s meaning to suit the purposes of this study. According to Dreyfus (2000) and 
Inwood (2000), the authentic way to read and interpret Heidegger’s works, or that of any 
philosopher, is to use the work as a basis for thinking rather than following blindly. 
Heidegger (1963) himself talks about his aim of providing direction for independent 
reflection of his readers, on a path “which each must travel for himself” (p.viii).  
9.3.2.2 The role of interdisciplinary research 
The findings of this study are based on descriptions from allied health professionals 
working in community-based settings. Although the empirical data are specific to this 
group of professionals, much of the other empirical research referred to in Part D is 
drawn from other professions. Although interpretative research aims to understand 
specific situations and cannot be abstracted to universal claims, the findings of this study 
may be applicable beyond the cohort studied. As van Manen (1997b) notes, 
phenomenological research is not limited to particular circumstances, yet it is not 
universally applicable (p.23). The findings of this study are context specific, but may be 
relevant to other professionals in similar contexts. In particular, the essential structure of 
CPL, as based on the commonality of diverse descriptions of learning, and the nature of 
the current professional working context for learning may be more broadly pertinent to 
other professions.  
A strength of this study is the integration into a cohesive argument of a broad range of 
pertinent literature: from government websites to empirical research, from philosophy to 
creative writing. In drawing from across professional disciplines and fields of research, I 
argue for and demonstrate the value of an interdisciplinary research approach. Some 
problems with interdisciplinary research were identified in section 1.1.2, especially those 
related to different philosophical assumptions and language. I have not stressed these 
problems through the thesis, but their impact on achieving a text that has clarity and 
coherence across disciplines has been considerable.  
In creating cultural change in complex and uncertain situations, interdisciplinary 
perspectives are vital (Brown et al., 2005; Klein, 2001; Somerville & Rapport, 2000). As 
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in learning between professionals, dialogue and questioning across disciplines is 
important in research. In viewing the perspective of other disciplines in a “shared 
discursive space,” harmony is not always sought, as in any open dialogue different ways 
of dealing with issues can be respected whilst queried (Manathunga & Webster-Wright, 
2003). New ways of considering issues can arise from such a “cacophony” of harmony 
and dissonance between perspectives (Gherardi & Nicolini, 2002).  
9.3.2.3 Directions for further research 
Following this study, trials of the proposed APL workshops could be evaluated in the 
workplace. It is envisaged that such trials could lead to practical as well as conceptual 
changes in support for learning. The possible role of stakeholders, such as professional 
associations, workplaces and universities, as partners in professional learning, was 
discussed in chapter eight. Further studies into the experience of learning for 
professions other than health could be undertaken using a phenomenological 
framework. Learning in professions other than those designated as caring, such as 
engineering or accounting, would be of interest.  
The findings of this study indicate the potential value of undertaking research into the 
experience of CPL from a gender based perspective or a critical discourse perspective. 
Further investigation into the impact of gender on professional learning and the nature of 
implicit discourses in the current professional working context could reveal more about 
ways of supporting authenticity in learning. In particular, the proposed dissonance 
between discourses of performativity and meaning in professional life could be explored. 
Many aspects of professional learning and practice could be further investigated using a 
Heideggerian framework. For example, Heidegger develops relevant insights about the 
notions of understanding, care, thinking, imagination, socialisation and authenticity that 
space has precluded mentioning in detail. Other insights include mood, or how we 
approach a situation, the difference between talk, conversation and discourse and the 
ontological implications of education. The notion of what it means to be a professional 
working in the current context and the implications of that for undergraduate professional 
education would be a rich area for further research. 
9.4 Understanding CPL 
To investigate the lived experience of learning as a professional rather than an 
aggregate of factors in developing the professional leads to a different understanding of 
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continuing learning. This study demonstrates a fundamentally different conceptual 
framework for investigating professional learning as embedded within professional life. 
The study focuses on learning rather than development, in a holistic rather than 
atomistic manner. It draws on literature and research, both empirical and theoretical, 
from across disciplines. The phenomenological methodology used sought credibility as 
well as evocation of experience, using criteria of rigour, reflexivity and relevance. This 
theoretical framework and empirical methodology allows the complexity of learning to be 
understood while issues about learning in the current context can be rigorously 
analysed. 
Ontological implications are absent in most research and conceptualisation of 
professional learning. The focus is usually on the epistemological foundations of learning 
stressing knowledge, although embodied, emotional or creative aspects are discussed. 
Similarly, the manifestly multiple aspects of learning are separated, albeit related, with 
links made between the parts. Conceptualising CPL in a holistic way as an expression of 
a way of being-a-professional-in-the-professional-world allows new insights into 
problems with, and support for, learning.  Moreover, this conceptualisation reflects more 
closely the reality of the lived experience of CPL as illustrated in this study. 
Authenticity is highlighted in the proposed framework of APL. This framework builds on 
the description of the lived experience of continuing to learn as a professional, whilst 
suggesting realistic strategies to support learning that balance accountability and 
agency, drawing on existing models and resources. Professional growth is balanced with 
professional responsibility in these proposals. Possibilities for change are raised through 
building a professional culture that values learning as experienced, supports questioning 
through open dialogue, accepts uncertainty and allows dissent. 
This study integrates, empirically confirms and extends current research in the fields of 
higher education, workplace learning and adult education, relevant to professional 
learning. Rather than deny, seek to control or standardise the complexity and diversity of 
professional learning experiences, this research accepts, celebrates and develops 
insights from these experiences. Through exemplifying and illustrating the shared 
structure and unique expressions of CPL, implications for professionals, educators and 
other stakeholders in professional learning are drawn.  
My challenge has been to present an alternative to the current professional and 
educational discourse that is grounded in lived experience but draws on philosophical 
notions resonant with that experience. This is an empirical study, investigating learning 
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to reveal findings relevant to professional practice. In doing so it brings an ontological 
dimension to the primarily epistemological enquiries into how professionals continue to 
learn. The study makes a theoretical, practical and methodological contribution to 
research and practice in the area of continuing learning, contributing to an ongoing 
dialogue about professional learning.  
I set out to understand more about the continuing learning of my participants. Through 
this journey, I came to understand more about the nature of learning in general, the 
varied forms and expressions it can take, my own learning as a professional researcher 
and more about myself. Further to this, I came to recognise understanding as integral to 
professional learning. By questioning and challenging the usual way of considering 
professional learning, I raise possibilities for reflection and change. In addition, I hope I 
have given voice to what is often not said, except in staff tea-rooms between trusted 
colleagues.  
Epilogue 
Learning to Be a Professional Researcher 
Through this study, I have not only absorbed myriad practical details about undertaking 
a complex research project whilst learning more about learning, I have also learnt about 
ways of being a researcher. In this Epilogue, brief reflections about this journey of 
becoming a researcher are framed as change in understanding, engagement in practice, 
interconnection over time, and openness to possibilities - as a final example of APL.   
My change in understanding 
In undertaking this study, I have become aware, through an iterative process of 
reflection, journal writing and discussion, of a profound change in my implicit 
conceptions of what constitutes learning and research. At the beginning of the study, I 
had been immersed in the professional culture of health for decades, yet was not really 
aware of the ontological and epistemological assumptions I had internalised through this 
professional socialisation. As an educator, I also read and endorsed the theories of 
social constructionism, but still wrote about knowledge as a commodity, separate from 
the person, and how knowledge could best be acquired. My original research proposal, 
entitled “Professional education in the workplace: Moving beyond staff support,” 
emphasised education rather than learning. In describing the current context of change 
in that proposal, I described “the half-life of professional knowledge”. In other words, my 
writing implicitly supported a dualist ontology and objectivist epistemology that I now 
challenge. 
My understanding of phenomenological research has similarly changed. This 
understanding was initially informed by my rational choice of phenomenology as an 
appropriate empirical research approach, with limited comprehension of its philosophical 
assumptions. Following immersion in this phenomenological study, I currently describe 
my understanding of phenomenology as a way of thinking that informs my perception of 
not only research, but the world. My understanding of phenomenological notions is now 
embodied, so that I no longer need to echo other researchers’ words to describe them, 
but have internalised such notions so I can comfortably move around in them.  
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These changes in understanding were not smooth and linear. Rather, I experienced 
periods when I seemed to move towards chaos rather than understanding, interspersed 
with occasional epiphanies where my understanding appeared to leap to a new level. My 
understanding about learning and research began with a naively simplistic clarity, 
passed through confusing chaos, and emerged as a kaleidoscopic vision where 
interesting patterns can be seen, yet these constantly shift. In reflecting on my 
understanding of becoming a researcher, it seems to be the process of change that 
illuminates both my previous and current understanding. The metaphor of air, invisible 
yet essential for life, represents the change in understanding that occurs through 
professional learning in the graphic that begins this thesis. As the movement of air is 
made visible by clouds in the graphic, so can change through learning make 
understanding visible. 
My engagement in practice 
In a similar process to the participants, it was only through active engagement in 
research that my understanding of being a researcher changed. This change occurred 
through engagement with many aspects of research I cared about and felt uncertain 
about, including: ideas from the literature, engagement in the field, the echelons of 
academia, the analysis of data and the process of writing. 
After the relatively straight-forward process of literature review, research design and 
ethical approval, getting into the field to actually “do” the research was liberating yet 
messy. Engagement with the participants was illuminating; the professionals generous 
with their time and revelations. From the lofty heights of “helicopter vision” across fields 
of literature, going into the field and getting dirty digging through the data was where I 
learnt substantially. In this field of practice (both the professional practice of the 
participants and mine of being a researcher), plans change and the unexpected 
happens. Practice is complex and uncertain. During the data analysis, for example, I 
occasionally thought with longing of the enticingly precise nature of statistical 
quantitative analysis, despite my commitment to understanding more about the 
complexity of professional learning experiences.  
A significant transitional experience in my learning, transforming my understanding of 
being a phenomenological researcher, was attending an intensive workshop with 
Amedeo Giorgi, through winning a research travel grant. Undertaking this workshop 
helped me to understand more about phenomenological research in two weeks than I 
had done over the previous two years. Engagement with an experienced teacher and an 
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interdisciplinary group of researchers focused on phenomenology, as well as the 
interplay of practical analysis with philosophical questioning facilitated these changes.  
Similarly, hearing Max van Manen speak at a seminar allowed me to engage with and 
understand his written words in a different way. These experiences altered my analysis 
of data, for example, from a technical process to part of being a researcher.  
In the graphic beginning this thesis, fire is the metaphor representing engagement in 
practice in professional learning, the flickering flames invoking the energy and 
uncertainty of engagement. In maintaining my commitment to learning to be a 
researcher, keeping this study alight through active engagement was crucial. 
My interconnection over time 
In learning to be a researcher, the interconnection of my own experiences and those of 
others has been both temporal and social, through interconnection over time with others. 
I have learnt through a broad range of interactions with others in undertaking this 
research. These include interactions with the participants, academics working in similar 
areas, working with research projects other than my own, and involvement with doctoral 
students in health and education, particularly a phenomenological research study group 
which provided mutual support and challenge to help to articulate fledgling 
understandings. 
In a way similar to the participants, it is difficult to pinpoint a beginning to this learning 
journey, as relevant experiences stretch back decades. For example, my involvement in 
exploration across disciplines is long-standing.  As a young physiotherapist I was always 
interested in the perspectives of other disciplines. In forays across disciplinary borders I 
brought back many artefacts that enriched my practice. As a younger professional I was 
very aware of the requirement to maintain a professional integrity and express new 
understandings in traditional health terms. Over time, I have gained confidence in 
disciplinary boundary riding, becoming more overt in promoting the possibilities of 
interdisciplinary perspectives. During one of these forays, into the discipline of 
education, I took up residence, resulting in this thesis.  
I have found the concept of ‘brokering’ as proposed by Wenger (1998) to be useful in 
describing the experience of straddling the boundaries between education and health as 
a researcher. He describes brokering as a process of translating knowledge across 
practices by having sufficient understanding within each practice to see relevant 
interconnections, yet enough distance to offer new perspectives. There are occupational 
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hazards of brokering, however. Because of the need for sufficient immersion in each 
discipline for legitimacy, but sufficient distance to offer new perspectives, brokers don’t 
fully belong in either community and may suffer from a sense of homelessness, 
marginalisation and organisational invisibility (Wenger, 2000). At times within the 
learning journey of becoming an interdisciplinary researcher, I have been aware of this. 
In the afore-mentioned graphic, a growing plant represents the organic, vigorous and 
continuing nature of interconnections essential to professional learning. Continual 
learning through interconnection of experiences stimulates professional growth.   
My openness to possibilities 
The crucial importance of openness in professional learning has been highlighted for me 
throughout this study. I have always had a passion for possibilities, yet the continuing 
challenging of my assumptions by my supervisors, myself and my colleagues has 
transformed who I am as a researcher as well as the outcomes of this research. As one 
practical example of openness, the question: “What other possible explanation is there?” 
sits above my desk. It acts as a constant reminder for me to be aware of the horizon of 
possibilities existing in relation to any situation, and not to form conclusions based on my 
initial perceptions without challenging them first. 
I have articulated many tensions in undertaking this research that mirror the tensions 
described by the participants between openness and circumscription. These include the 
tension between theoretical and methodological rigour and the evocation of experience, 
and between producing a thesis and undertaking a journey of learning. In learning to be 
a researcher, other tensions were apparent in the way I moved between order and 
disorder, rationality and creativity, and depth of specific understanding and overviews, in 
attempting to construct a coherent experience. For example, I needed to order, 
synthesise and reduce what I was learning to make sense of it, then, upon reflection and 
questioning realise the shortcomings of such order and move back towards uncertainty.  
As a consequence of this experience, I am more comfortable sitting with ambiguity, 
complexity and uncertainty as a researcher. I am aware of the creative space that “not 
knowing” can open up. Water represents openness to possibilities in professional 
learning in the afore-mentioned graphic. Water is fluid, with constantly changing 
reflections, so that when looking through it, clarity is sometimes apparent, whilst 
confusing multiple images appear at other times. 
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The learning journey   
This process of research has resulted in my transformation in many ways. My learning 
as a health and education professional over the past thirty years has been continuous. 
This is not just because of a sense of professional responsibility, but also because of 
curiosity and a willingness to tolerate the discomfort of change. In discussing different 
research perspectives, Schwandt (2000) asserts that each researcher develops a 
particular identity as a researcher through undertaking research, as: “We are confronted 
with choices about how each of us wants to live the life of a social inquirer” (p.205).  
Through supportive challenges within a culture of inquiry, I have been able to articulate 
my own reflexive authenticity as a social inquirer. I have learnt to stand back and 
question, as well as stand up for issues that matter within an academic culture. Because 
of this transformation, I cannot return to research, or to health or education practice, as I 
was before. An awareness of the multiplicity of socially constructed realities is part of 
who I am. This awareness can enrich my role as an interdisciplinary researcher. I can 
understand and work with researchers whose constructed reality is different, such as 
those from a quantitative evidence-based practice culture, although I am now overt 
about revealing implicit assumptions of different research perspectives.  
In becoming a researcher in a way that seems authentic to me, I am particularly aware 
of a holistic interconnection between different parts of who I am as a professional. 
Despite an interest in creative and philosophical perspectives throughout my 
professional life, I have primarily presented an exterior of intellectual and analytical 
rigour as a physiotherapist whose profession is strongly grounded in medical science. 
Through undertaking this study, I have learnt to be comfortable being a researcher who 
has developed an appreciation of the holistic nature of experience, and the 
intersubjective nature of human understanding and making of meaning. My learning is 
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Appendix A: Interview Questions 
Appendix A includes: 
 Group Discussion Focus Questions 
 Interview One Proforma  
 Interview Two Proforma 
 
Group Discussion Focus Questions 
The following questions were used to stimulate discussion about professional learning 
experiences during the pilot group session. In addition to the discussion, participants 
were invited to leave anonymous written responses to the same questions. As discussed 
in section 4.5.1, the discussion and twenty five written responses helped frame the 
interview one proforma. 
1. Think of a specific situation related to your professional life where you really learnt 
something as a professional. Briefly describe the situation. 
2. Describe in a few sentences WHAT you learnt and WHAT HAPPENED when you 
learnt.  
3. Based on this situation, can you summarise what learning is for you, that is, how you  
would describe continuing learning as a professional? 
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Interview One Proforma  
Introduction:  
I’m interested in how you learn and develop as a professional. 
Context: 
Tell me about your current working situation? For example: What is it that you do? What 
does your work involve? Where do you work? Who do you mainly work with? 
Learning: 
Think of a situation where you really felt that you learnt something as a professional. 
Can you describe it for me? For example: What happened? Where were you? Was 
anyone else involved? Can you tell me more about it? 
What did you learn? When did you realise you learnt? Was it at the time or later? How 
did you recognise that you’d learnt something? 
What helped you to learn? Can you tell me more about that help? 
(Repeated as required. A considerable portion of the interview is spent on this question 
about different learning situations, leading to other questions below as appropriate.) 
Practice: 
Did anything change for you as a result of this situation? In what way? Describe the 
changes. For example, did you approach any situations differently? If so, can you 
describe the difference? Did you do anything differently as a professional? For example, 
did your practice change? 
Challenge: 
Think of a situation in your professional life where you felt challenged (or use one 
example already given where challenge was involved). Can you describe it for me? 
What happened? What did you do? How did you feel? Who else was involved? 
What helped you in this situation? What made the situation more challenging? 
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Did you learn from this situation? If so, what did you learn? Describe any issues or 
dilemmas that have resulted for you from this situation? 
Did anything change for you as a result of this situation? For example: Do you do 
anything differently now? If so, in what way? 
Reflection: 
Do you spend time thinking about any of these issues? (Draw on examples given in the 
interview so far, Use the term reflection if they suggest it). In what way? Describe what 
you do when you think about such situations? When do you think about them? Do you 
talk about them? If so, with whom? Do you ever write down your thoughts?  
What causes you to think about a situation at work? In what way does your work 
situation make reflection easier or more difficult? 
Growth: 
What do you do differently as a professional, compared to a few years ago? How did this 
change happen? How did you learn how to (describe specific example given)? 
How would you describe professional growth? Can you give me an example of how you 
grew as a therapist? 
Do you think some things are particularly important to learn as a professional 
OT/PT/SP? What are they? In what way are they important? Describe how you learnt 
them. For example: What helped you to learn? What hindered your learning? 
Role: 
What do you feel is central to your role as an OT/PT/SP? What is the most important 
aspect? In what way is it important? 
What do you do in your working life that gives you professional satisfaction? Can you 
describe it for me? What is satisfying about it? 
What do you value most about what you do at work? What do you think other people at 
work value most about what you do? 
What do you think your professional association sees as most important about learning 
as a professional OT/PT/SP? What do you think your workplace sees as most important 
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about learning as a professional OT/PT/SP? What do you see as most about learning as 
a professional OT/PT/SP? 
Professional life 
Do you have any dilemmas or concerns about your professional life? Can you describe 
them? In what way are they a dilemma? What has helped you deal with these? What 
would help you? 
How does your professional life fit with the rest of your life? Can you give me an 
example? 
Are you comfortable with the requirement to continually learn in your profession? 
Describe the feeling you have? Can you give an example? What is it about continuing 
learning that causes you to feel that way? 
Are you comfortable with the way that you are learning as a professional? Describe the 
feeling you have. Can you give an example? What is it about continuing learning that 
causes you to feel that way? 
Summary: 
Based on the experiences we have discussed, how would you describe the way you 
approach your work? What is most important to you as you work? Are there some 
underlying aspects of your work that you care deeply about? What are they? Has this 
changed over your working life? How has this happened? 
Based on the experiences we have discussed, what does continuing professional 
learning and development mean for you? How would you describe it? 
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Interview Two Proforma 
Introduction:
(The interview starts with a reminder about the last interview (or visit), asking about any 
changes in the professional’s situation, or particular thoughts about professional growth 
and learning since we last spoke together.)  
Has anything significant changed for you as a professional since we last met? If so, n 
what way has that changed? Can you describe that change? How does it affect your 
learning that we spoke about last time? 
Have you had any particular thoughts about the issues we were talking about last time? 
What were your thoughts? In relation to which situations? 
Feedback: 
(I sought feedback and clarification about areas I felt I did not understand from the first 
interview and any work visits. Participants received a copy of the transcript, but many 
chose not to read it citing time pressures. I show them a summary of key issues that 
they brought up last time.) 
Does this reflect your learning experiences? Is there anything that you want to add? Are 
there areas you want to discuss or explain further? Do you have any other thoughts 
about this interview?   
From the interviews, a number of specific issues about learning have been raised by 
several people. I would like to explore some of these issues with you to help my 
understanding about what learning is for different professionals. 
Support: 
In what way could you be supported or helped to continue learning as a professional? 
Can you describe what you would consider to be ideal in the support of your continuing 
professional growth and development? 
Depending on the response to this question, probe further in areas such as work, 
supervision or support, professional associations, university, or help from others. 
Appendix A: Interview Questions 
 273
Knowledge: 
What do you consider is really important to know as a professional PT/OT/SP? How do 
you find out about those things? What has helped you? 
(Epistemological/ontological probe, that is, the last question here if it comes up, 
otherwise leave till the end.)  
Work: 
It seems that everyone is busy at work today, but they describe different aspects of that 
business. Can you tell me if you have any concerns in this area, and if so, how you deal 
with them? 
Can extend this discussion by asking about areas at work where there is some 
autonomy. Ask about organisation of time. Probe if business affects learning 
opportunities. 
Ideal therapist: 
You (or many people) referred to an “ideal” (or real or good) OT/PT/SP. I’m interested to 
know more about what therapists aspire to in this area.  
Can you think of a person who you consider to be a “good” therapist, who you may like 
to learn from? Can you describe her or him? What does she do to be a good therapist? 
What is it about the way she works, acts or thinks that make her a good therapist?  
(If appropriate) In what way do you think you are like her or different from her? 
Personal:  
People spoke to me about many different aspects of learning as a professional, 
including more personal areas. I’m interested in what you feel you have learnt about 
yourself through being an OT?PT?SP. Can you tell me more about how you learnt that?  
Has this knowledge (or insight if there is some) made any difference to you in your 
work? Can you describe in what way? 
Change: 
Sometimes therapists are called upon to significantly change the way they practice or 
even think about their practice. This can happen through changes in organisations or 
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workplaces, or even a change in generally accepted professional practices because of 
new research evidence.  
Has that ever happened to you? If so, what changed for you? Can you describe what 
happened? Did you learn to practise in a different way? How did you feel about it? Did 
you have any issues or problems with that situation/change? 
Commitment: 
I’m interested in why people are working in this area, and how they sustain themselves. 
Can you describe what sustains you in your work? What matters to you about your 
work? 
(If they describe feeling committed) How do you think you are able to keep working and 
learning as a professional while staying committed? Explore any discomfort about the 
professional role, if it is brought up. 
Epistemological/ontological probe 
Finally I want to tackle an abstract idea. Most of us have some idea of what we consider 
knowledge and learning to be but don’t usually express it. Some people feel that 
knowledge is about finding out facts and truths and you learn about it through books or 
people. Other people feel that it all depends on your perspective, so that what some 
people think is true, others don’t; and that we learn through our own experience. 
Have you got any comments about these perspectives? What do you think? 
Thank you so much. Please feel free to contact me again if anything else related to what 
we’ve been talking about springs to mind. 
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Appendix B: Participation Forms 
Appendix B includes: 
 Initial Email Call for Volunteers 
 Participant Information Sheet 
 Participant Consent Form 
Initial Email Call for Volunteers  
The following email was sent to each organisation, following ethical approvals and 
negotiation with stakeholders in each organisation. 
Fellow therapists 
 
My name is Ann Webster-Wright. I am a physiotherapist who is currently undertaking a 
PhD about “Continuing Learning of Allied Health Professionals” at the University of 
Queensland, and am seeking volunteers to be interviewed about this topic. As you are 
aware, continuing professional development is an important part of what we all do as 
occupational therapists, physiotherapists and speech language pathologists, and there 
is heightened interest and research into how best to facilitate and support this process.  
In my study, I am interviewing a number of occupational therapists, physiotherapists and 
speech language pathologists to explore continuing learning and development as a 
professional. For those therapists who are interested, further participation may involve 
my attendance at your workplace to observe and talk about learning at work. All 
information will be strictly confidential, and participants will be free to withdraw from the 
project at any time, with any of their information destroyed at their request.  
It is anticipated that involvement in this research may be interesting and rewarding to 
individual professionals. There will be an opportunity to reflect on your own learning 
processes, and perhaps gain insights into professional growth. Feedback on the results 
of the research will be offered to all participants. This study has been cleared by the 
human ethics committee of the University of Queensland in accordance with the 
National Health and Medical Research Council's guidelines, and approved by your 
employer.  
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If you are interested in participating, could you contact me by phone, email or mail with 
answers to the following questions. All identifying information will be removed from any 
data, but I need this initial information to enable me to select a variety of participants. 
Name: 
Contact details: 
Preferred time for contact: 
Profession:   
Work base: 
Line manager: 
Years since graduation: 
Years in current position: 
Gender:   
I will contact all therapists who express interest to discuss the project details further. 
Please contact me for any further information on 3365 xxxx or 3374 xxxx 
Thank you for your time, 
Yours Sincerely 
Ann Webster-Wright 
Address: School of Education, University of Queensland, St. Lucia 4072 
Email: a.websterwright@uq.edu.au
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Participant Information Sheet 
Project Title: Continuing Learning of Allied Health Professionals at Work 
Investigator: Ann Webster-Wright 
Supervisors: Dr. Diane Mayer; Director Teacher Education, School of Education. 
Dr. Gloria Dall’Alba; Senior Lecturer, School of Education  
Dr. Sylvia Rodger; Head of School, Department of Occupational Therapy. 
University of Queensland. 
Dear  
Thank you for volunteering to participate in this study. I know that you are all busy and 
am grateful for your willingness to offer some of your time and insights.  
As you are well aware, continuing professional development is an important part of what 
we all do as occupational therapists, physiotherapists and speech language 
pathologists. In this era of rapid change, our undergraduate education is only the starting 
point for a life of continuing learning and professional growth. There is heightened 
interest and research into how best to facilitate and support this process. 
Despite its importance, continuing professional learning brings certain challenges with it, 
from the need to alter practices, to the restraints that competing demands for time 
impose. In this study, I am interviewing a number of occupational therapists, 
physiotherapists and speech language pathologists to explore continuing learning and 
development as a professional and any issues or dilemmas it may raise, in order to 
further inform continuing professional education. 
Your involvement would require two interviews (between one and two hours) one in first 
semester and the other in second semester next year, at a place and time to suit you. 
They would be taped and you would be able to view the transcription for accuracy and 
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approval to use as data in the research. If you are able to, I will visit your workplace to 
observe and discuss your working situation, and may attend a professional development 
networking meeting with you. No information will carry any identifying details or will be 
disclosed to any person without your approval. You do not have to participate in all of 
these activities. You are able to withdraw at any time, with no questions asked.  
It is anticipated that involvement in this research will be interesting and rewarding to 
individual professionals. There will be an opportunity to reflect on your own learning 
processes, and perhaps gain insights into professional growth. There may be some 
follow up discussions or activities to clarify information, if you are interested. Feedback 
on the results of the research will be offered to all participants. 
This study has been cleared by one of the human ethics committees of the University of 
Queensland in accordance with the National Health and Medical Research Council's 
guidelines. You are, of course, free to discuss your participation in this study with myself 
(contactable on 3365xxxx) or one of my supervisors (contactable on 3365xxxx), If you 
would like to speak to an officer of the University not involved in the study, you may 





School of Education, 
University of Queensland 
a.websterwright@uq.edu.au
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Participant Consent Form 
Project Title: Continuing Learning of Allied Health Professionals at Work 
Investigator: Ann Webster-Wright 
Supervisors: Dr. Diane Mayer; Director Teacher Education, School of Education. 
Dr. Gloria Dall’Alba; Senior Lecturer, School of Education  
Dr. Sylvia Rodger; Head of School, Department of Occupational Therapy. 
University of Queensland. 
I,  ______________________________________________ (full name) have read the 
accompanying information about the project “Continuing Learning of Allied Health 
Professionals” and I wish to participate in it. I understand that I can check the 
information that is collected from me for accuracy, that all identifying information will be 
removed from it, and I realise that I may withdraw at any time without prejudice.  
This study has been cleared by one of the human ethics committees of the University of 
Queensland in accordance with the National Health and Medical Research Council's 
guidelines. I am aware that I am free to discuss my participation in this study with any of 
the supervisors, the Ethics Officer or Ann Webster-Wright 
I give my permission for the information gathered as a result of my participation to be 
used for the project named above. I also give permission for publication of the 
information given and the conclusions drawn, provided confidentiality is maintained. 
________________________________  _____________________ 
Participant’s Signature      Date 
________________________________  _____________________ 
Witness’s Signature       Date 
 
Appendix C: Fieldwork Observations 
Appendix C includes: 
 Work site visit proforma 
 Network meeting proforma 
 
Work Site Visit Proforma9
Date:    Time:     Place:  
Organisation:     Therapist/s:  
Observations       Comments 
Physical 
Workplace and office location and layout. 
Is this the usual location? 
How often is the therapist here? 
Details of travel between workplaces. 
 
9 The proformas have several pages for notes rather than the two pages of these samples. 
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Observations       Comments 
Timetable for today 
Is this usual?  
Does it vary on different days? 
What time is taken for breaks? 
Who decides on this timetable?  
How are decisions made about time during the day? 
 
Observations       Comments 
In each 30 min block of observation, describe: 
Activities of therapist 
Interactions with others  
(Who the therapist interacts with and what happens)   
 
Reflections with therapist  
 
Which situations are discussed? 
What are the issues for learning? 
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Network Meeting Proforma 
Date:    Time:     Place:  
Organisation:     Therapist/s:  
Purpose of meeting: 
Observations       Comments 
Physical 
Room location and layout (draw). 
Position of participants (draw). 
 
Participants 
Number, profession/s, role, experience. 
 
Agenda 
Is there an agreed agenda? What is it? 
Who is the chair/time keeper? 
How are these decisions made?  
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Observations       Comments 
Interactions  
Before meeting begins. 
Start of meeting (Who initiates the start?) 
Turn taking. 
Who says what? (Keep a timeline of interactions) 
Is the mood of the meeting informal or formal (describe)?  
Describe non verbal interactions. 
Describe language used. 
 
Observations       Comments 
Content  
List and describe content covered in the meeting. 
 
Conclusion 
Who draws the meeting to a close? How is it done? 
What is the outcome of the meeting? 
Did the meeting vary from what was planned?  
Appendix D: Data Analysis Examples 
Appendix D includes: 
 Segment of Transcript Divided into Meaning Units 
 Transformation Table of One Meaning Unit 
Segment of Transcript Divided into Meaning Units 
Meaning Unit 16 
 
143 I. Ok, now you also … you don’t seem to get to talk a lot about your situation at 
work. You’re obviously out and about. 
144 S. I probably talk to the teachers more. About individual problem solving, you know 
… all those sort of basic time management things. 
145 I. In fact, can you think of one discussion with a teacher recently that we could talk 
about? 
146 S. Well we had a kid who was always bouncing up and down … so I suggested that 
he go up against the table and do an activity at the table to try and distract him from 
bouncing. And she’s having trouble with him in class … so we had a discussion 
about lunch time as well. 
147 I. And how did that work out? 
148 S. Yeah, she was, she took on board what I said … but I’ve got to learn, I’ve got to 
work around her program as well.  
149 I. Yes things can come out of that. I mean can you think of something that you do 
learn through those discussions? 
150 S. You just learn that you’ve got to co-operate. You know, you’ve got to work 
together as a team. You can’t … its no good therapists saying … you know … 
maybe I need to be more assertive. I don’t know, but I’m not.  
151 I. And this is working for you? 
152 S. Yes it works for me. But I don’t know whether the kids are missing out because 
I’m not assertive enough … so I just learn about communicating and working with 
people and all of those skills. 
 
Meaning Unit 17 
 
153 I. Is there anything in your work situation that would make learning and your practice 
and the things we’ve talked about easier? Is there anything in your work situation 
that you’d like to improve or change? 
154 S. I always struggle with time. If I had more time and didn’t have to get in my car 
and race home to my other job at a quarter to three. You know that would be, that 
would be … I’m just part time and I do have lots of other things. Like I’m probably my 
own worst enemy with all the other things that I do.  
155 I. Because you’re so involved? 
156 S. Yeah. 
157 I. So how do you manage it - your time? 
158 S. Um, just go flat out … I think it’s just my personality. I can … just ask my 
husband, he probably has more trouble managing my busy schedule than I do. He 
says do you want to go down this road? 
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159 I. Yes, time seems to be a factor for many of the professionals I talk to. 
160 S. Well I’d like to be able to stay till five o’clock and just have my time, sitting at my 
desk, going inside my head where I get all my ideas. Where I’ve always wanted to be 
quiet by myself and I don’t get that time. And when I’m there eight till three, there’s 
people around and I don’t learn enough in the busy environment. I can’t switch off 
and I need it. I take my notes home and I sit at the desk at home and I go inside my 
head and just think about it.  
161 I. So do you get any of that time at all? Like at home or work? That sort of head 
time? 
162 S. Professionally? 
163 I. Or just, yeah. 
164 S. I get up early in the morning. R gets up at 5:30 and at 6:10 I do sit down till 7:00. 
Not professionally but …  
165 I. Your own personal time? 
166 S. Yeah, reading. 
167 I. And so, you’ve done that for quite a while? 
168 S. I’ve been reading for about twenty years. I wouldn’t do it every morning. 
169 I. But it’s quite a routine. 
170 S. More than half the week. 
171 I. And what does that give you, and what do you miss if you don’t get it? 
172 S. This is probably more personal sort of stuff. 
173 I. I can understand what you’re saying about needing to go inside your head. 
174 S. Yeah, I love that time. It’s my time. I can just study. 
175 I. So your focus is usually on your personal studies. 
176 S. Yes, but I can use it sometime on my work. 
 
Meaning Unit 18 
 
177 I. Do you differentiate between your therapy and the rest of your life? I mean in what 
way do you make a differentiation? Is there sort of a boundary? 
178 S. What do you mean by that? At this time in the morning? 
179 I. No, just any time. Can you talk about therapy life and how it fits in to the rest of 
your life - is it related? 
180 S. My therapy life concerns me, I wake up in the middle of the night. No I do, I lie 
there and I … 
181 I. Ok, so really … so therapy work enters other aspects of your life? 
182 S. Yeah they do. Like sometimes if my kids on Sunday night will say something and 
I say “I’m already at work,” you know I’m already thinking about what I’m going to do 
the next day which is sad isn’t it? And sometimes I think, I should just give it up 
because it’s all too consuming.  
183 I. And what stops you from giving it up? 
184 S. I don’t know. I might do it sometime. No, what stops me from giving it up? 
Probably drive and self-importance. 
185 I. Yes …  
186 S. And, my husband often says oh … the grass is always greener on the other side. 
You’ll give it up and you’ll miss it. Which I have, like when I had my first baby, after 
six months I was just dying to get back to work. Although I love being at home, it’s 
just something that I just love about helping people, I think.  
187 I. So is that really the essence of what you do?  
188 S. Yeah, I suppose so - that comes through in wanting to give it out … 
189 I. That’s a real motivation? 
190 S. Yeah. 
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Transformation Table of One Meaning Unit 
Note:  
The six columns are arranged across two landscape pages in a smaller font during the 
analysis, but are enlarged here for clarification. 
Numbers in column five and six refer to the superscript numbers in column two. 
Italics are used to highlight S’s original words.  
An ellipsis (…) indicates a pause.  
A question mark (?) indicates a query of some kind on my part.  
 
Column 1:  
Original Transcript 
Column 2:   
First Transformation 
MU17 
153 I. Is there anything in your work situation 
that would make learning and the things 
we’ve talked about easier? Is there anything 
in your work situation that you’d like to 
improve or change? 
154 S. I always struggle with time. If I had more 
time and didn’t have to get in my car and 
race home to my other job at a quarter to 
three. You know that would be, that would 
be … I’m just part time and I do have lots of 
other things. I’m probably my own worst 
enemy with all the other things that I do. 
155 I. Because you’re so involved? 
156 S. Yeah. 
157 I. So how do you manage it - your time? 
158 S. Um, just go flat out … I think it’s just my 
personality. I can … just ask my husband, 
he probably has more trouble managing my 
busy schedule than I do. He says do you 
want to go down this road? 
159 I. Yes, time seems to be a factor for many 
of the professionals I talk to. 
160 S. Well I’d like to be able to stay till five 
o’clock and just have my time, sitting at my 
desk, going inside my head where I get all 
my ideas. Where I’ve always wanted to be 
quiet by myself and I don’t get that time. 
And when I’m there eight till three, there’s 
people around and I don’t learn enough in 
the busy environment. I can’t switch off and 
I need it. I take my notes home and I sit at 
the desk at home and I go inside my head 
and just think about it.  
161 I. So do you get any of that time at all? Like 
at home or work? That sort of head time? 
162 S. Professionally? 
163 I. Or just, yeah. 
164 S. I get up early in the morning. R gets up 
at 5:30 and at 6:10 I do sit down till 7:00. 
Not professionally but … 
165 I. Your own personal time? 
TMU17 
When asked what she would 
like to change to make learning 
easier, S said she always 
struggled with time, and felt she 
didn’t have enough time to do 
everything she was involved 
with. She left work quickly to 
race home in time for her 
children’s return from school 
and begin her other job of being 
a parent. 1
Being just (?) part time at work 
she was involved with many 
other activities and felt she 
managed to do it all by just 
going flat out. 2, 3 
 
Both she and her husband had 
questioned the desirability of 
this situation, but S suggested 
that he had more difficulty with 
her busyness than she did. S 
wondered if she was her own 
worst enemy 4 and could 
change something to improve 
the situation, but felt that she 
had a personality that was 
interested in getting involved in 
lots of things. 5
What she would like to do is to 
be able to have a few hours of 
quiet time alone after work at 
her desk. She would like this 
time to think, going inside her 
head where she gets all her 
ideas. Her working hours are 
busy and noisy, with people 
around and things to do, and S 
finds it difficult to learn enough 
Appendix D: Data Analysis Examples 
 287
166 S. Yeah, reading. 
167 I. And so, you’ve done that for quite a 
while? 
168 S. I’ve been reading for about twenty years. 
I wouldn’t do it every morning. 
169 I. But it’s quite a routine. 
170 S. More than half the week. 
171 I. And what does that give you, and what 
do you miss if you don’t get it? 
172 S. This is probably more personal sort of 
stuff. 
173 I. I can understand what you’re saying 
about needing to go inside your head. 
174 S. Yeah, I love that time. It’s my time. I can 
just study. 
175 I. So your focus is usually on your personal 
studies. 
176 S. Yes, but I can use it sometime on my 
work 
in that environment. (see also 
MU23) She can’t switch off and 
she needs it. 6
S feels she’s always needed 
this sort of reflective time, but 
doesn’t get it at work so she 
takes her work notes home.  
S has an established routine on 
many mornings when she gets 
up very early, so she has time 
alone at home to read and think. 
She uses this time for her 
religious studies or professional 
work issues. 
 
S loves quiet time alone to 
think, read or study, but more 
than that its her time 7







S raised the issue of time as a difficulty with 
respect to her continuing learning as a 
professional. A perceived lack of time was an 
overall issue in her life. She said she always 
struggled with time, and felt she didn’t have 
enough time to fulfil commitments of her 
multiple life roles. 
 
Despite questioning the desirability of this 
situation of busyness, she felt being so involved 
was just the way she was, and had a certain 
acceptance (resignation?) of the situation. 
 
With respect to professional learning, S wanted 
a few hours of quiet time alone after work at her 
desk. She would like this time to reflect about 
work and get ideas by going inside her head.
Her working hours are busy and noisy, doing 
things and interacting with people, and S finds it 
difficult to think or learn in that environment. 
(see also MU23) 
 
She feels she’s always needed this sort of 
personal reflective time, but doesn’t get it at 
work so she builds it into her early morning 
routine at home to think, read and study for 
personal and professional purposes.  
TMU17 
A perceived lack of time and 
busyness was an overall issue in 
S’s life. S was aware of her 
yearning for her own, quiet time 
to think, read and study about 
personal and professional 
issues. Despite her recognition 
of the value for her of reflective 
time, she saw the situation of 
busyness as being her own 
problem.  
 
S saw no opportunity at work to 
take time to reflect, because her 
working hours were busy and 
noisy, doing things with others. 
S finds it difficult to learn in that 
busy environment. She would 
like a few hours of quiet time 
alone at work to think and get 
ideas by going inside her head. 
Instead S takes work home and 
makes time in the early morning. 
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From TMU17, the experience of CPL for S includes the following: 
 
 An awareness of the value for her, both personally and professionally, of having time 
alone to think, read and study (to learn). 
 This time alone is when she thinks by going inside her head to get ideas.
 She perceives no opportunities for this time at work, as she is busy doing things with 
people and she can’t learn in that environment. 
 The feeling of lack of time is an issue that pervades many aspects of S’s life. 
 She sees lack of time for reflection as her personal problem related to her doing too 
much rather than a professional or workplace issue. 
 She is resigned to this situation to some extent and takes work home to spend time 
alone thinking or studying. 
 
Column 5:  
Reflections and contextual 
information 
Column 6:  
 My questions and critique 
1: 154 S talks about her work at 
home as another job. She also is a 
volunteer on her days off. She had 
told me this on a previous occasion 
that she was involved in other 
activities as well such as children’s 
school and church.  
 
2: 154 Being part time exacerbates 
this issue as most work with the 
clients is done between 9 and 3. Full 
time staff gain any possible quiet 
time after 3 which is when S goes 
home. 
 
5: 158 It’s just my personality: Is this 
an acceptance of who she is, or a 
feeling that her time problems are 
her own fault?  
 
6: 160 Later in MU 23, S talks about 
how she is always doing and feels 
she can’t take time to sit at work 
 
3: 154 I’m just part time. What does this say 
about the status of part timers?  
 
4: 154 She saw the issue of time as being 
her own problem linked to her own 
personality and didn’t question that it could 
be a wider workplace issue despite probing. 
Many other participants spoke about 
everyone being so busy here rather than 
seeing it as a personal issue. Was she 
more involved in other activities outside 
work? Is there a possible gender issue? 
 
7: 154, 160, 174 Time seems to be a 
broader issue here than time for learning. It 
seems to be a deeply felt need/yearning 
(that would be would be…) for time alone to 
think generally. My time as opposed to time 
where she meets other 
demands/expectations. Where I've always 
wanted to be implies this is something she’s 
wanted for a long time.  
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Appendix F: Policy Documentation  
A range of policy documentation was obtained for the data corpus from publicly available 
websites10 and published strategy plans. Sources of policy documentation are listed 
under the headings: 
 Professional Affiliations 
 Employer Organisations  
Professional Affiliations 
APA (Australian Physiotherapy Association) 
Main Webpage https://apa.advsol.com.au/




Professional Development Portfolio 
http://apa.advsol.com.au/members/pd/download/cpd_portfolio.doc
Physiotherapy Evidence Database (systematic reviews and randomised controlled trials 
relevant to physiotherapy) http://www.pedro.fhs.usyd.edu.au/index.html
Report to Commonwealth Productivity Commission (about workforce planning) 
http://apa.advsol.com.au/staticcontent/staticpages/submissions/WorkforceEnquiry.pdf
OT Australia (Australian Association of Occupational Therapists)  
Main Webpage http://www.ausot.com.au/
CPD Scheme http://www.ausot.com.au/inner.asp?pageid=5
Accredited OT Program http://www.ausot.com.au/inner.asp?relid=9&pageid=56#top
Framework for Professional Excellence http://www.ausot.com.au/inner.asp?pageid=153
Occupational Therapy Systematic Evaluation of Evidence (systematic reviews and 
randomised controlled trials relevant to OT) http://www.otseeker.com/
10 Sources of policy documents were updated and are correct as on 5th June, 2006. 
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Speech Pathology Australia 
Main Webpage http://www.speechpathologyaustralia.org.au/Default.aspx?p=3
Certified Practicing Speech Pathologists 
http://www.speechpathologyaustralia.org.au/library/PSR%20leaflet.pdf
Professional Self Regulation Program 
http://www.speechpathologyaustralia.org.au/Content.aspx?p=80
Professional Standards http://www.speechpathologyaustralia.org.au/Content.aspx?p=54
Report to Commonwealth Productivity Commission (about workforce planning) 
http://www.pc.gov.au/study/healthworkforce/subs/subpp260.pdf
Other Allied Health Documents 
Mentoring program http://www.mentorlinklounge.com/




Physiotherapy Recency of Practice Proposal 
http://www.physioboard.qld.gov.au/DocsLibrary/draft%20policy%20-
%20recency%20of%20practice%20(renewal)%202.pdf
Occupational Therapy Recency of Practice Proposal 
http://www.occuptherapyboard.qld.gov.au/BoardPublications/OT%20DP.pdf
Speech Pathology Recency of Practice Proposal 
http://www.speechpathboard.qld.gov.au/documentlibraries/SPEECH%20DP.pdf
Employer Organisations  
Queensland Government Policies 
Learning and Development Framework Project http://psier.qld.gov.au/learning/ldf.shtml
Smart State Strategy http://www.smartstate.qld.gov.au/strategy/index.shtm
Australian Government Quality Teacher Program 
http://education.qld.gov.au/teaching/development/qtp/about/index.html
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Government Departments 11 
Clinical Development Program http://www.health.qld.gov.au/cdp/
Skills Development Centre http://www.sdc.qld.edu.au/
Learning and Development Foundation 
http://education.qld.gov.au/learning_ent/ldf/html/sitemap.html
Professional Development http://education.qld.gov.au/learning_ent/ldf/
Standards for the Provision of Learning and Development 
http://education.qld.gov.au/learning_ent/ldf/standards/sddld.html
Disability Sector Quality System: Learning and Organisational Development 
http://www.disability.qld.gov.au/quality/orgdevelopment/
Other Documentation 




Queensland Public Sector Union http://www.qpsu.org.au/resources/issues.php
11 For confidentiality, relevant documents from all Queensland Government Departments that 
employ therapists in community settings are listed, although participants came from only two. 
Appendix G: Learning Situations  
Described by Participants  
Appendix G summarises the significant transition situations highlighted by each 
participant in their first interview. The situations described below are not the only 
situations where the participants describe having learnt. Additional situations are 
described in both interview one and two as well as during work or network visits. 
 
Kathy Learning when first began working as a therapist 
Learning from team members from other professions 
Learning from seeing change in function of clients in response to therapy 
Learning from reading the literature in combination with client responses 
 
Gina Learning from attending a CPD course with experiential focus 
Learning from being challenged as a therapist 
Learning together with team members 
Learning from seeing change in function of clients in response to therapy 
 
Sally Learning from giving a presentation to peers 
Learning from reading the literature and sorting it out logically 
Learning from what doesn’t work in practice 
Learning to negotiate the organisational processes at work 
 
Sam Learning from early career experiences to look for a better way for clients 
Learning from each client every day 
Learning from supporting and questioning peers in practice 
Learning from international online collaboration  
 
Gerri Learning from process of team decision making 
Learning by looking for creative ways to engage individual clients 
Learning from presenting to peers in a formal education course 
Learning through everyday experience of working with clients 
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Lisa Learning from attending a CPD course with experiential focus 
Learning from having a therapy student on placement with her 
Learning from research that was applicable to her current practice 
Learning from the internet about the family’s perspective 
 
Nerida Learning when first began working as a therapist 
Learning from having a therapy student on placement with her 
Learning from reading and thinking about the implications for her work  
Learning from visiting other therapists to watch and listen to them 
Learning from an interprofessional misunderstanding 
 
Kim Learning with the team to alter her therapy perspective 
Learning through developing therapy networks 
Learning through a clinical reasoning process with a client  
Learning about organisational skills in a course 
 
Mary Learning from an Interprofessional misunderstanding 
Learning through a clinical reasoning process with a client 
Learning from attending a CPD course with experiential focus 
Learning to negotiate the organisational processes at work 
Learning from having to use technology as part of work 
 
Charlie Learning through a clinical reasoning process with a client 
Learning about a theoretical perspective widely applicable to practice  
Learning to negotiate the organisational processes at work 
Learning by looking for creative ways to engage individual clients 
 
Wim Learning from attending a CPD course with experiential focus 
Learning through a long term problematic situation with a client 
Learning through collaboration with other professionals 
Learning from having to use technology as part of work 
 
Carl Learning from attending a CPD course with experiential focus 
Learning through trialling a technique with clients, evaluating the response 
Learning from a non therapy course on creativity 
Learning through collaboration with other professionals 
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Dom Learning through trialling a technique with clients, evaluating the response 
Learning about families through becoming a parent 
Learning through a brainstorming technique 
Learning through reflection on practice 
 
Nola Learning from interactions with a mentor 
Learning from working with other team members 
Learning through a clinical reasoning process with a client 
Learning from undertaking a course of formal postgraduate education 
 
Olivia Learning to negotiate the organisational processes at work 
Learning from what doesn’t work in practice 
Learning from process of team decision making 
Learning from an interprofessional misunderstanding 
Learning from a personal challenge outside of work 
 
Paula Learning from seeing change in function of clients in response to therapy 
Learning by looking for creative ways to engage individual clients 
Learning through a long term problematic situation with a client 
Learning from working with other team members 
 
